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      Consider skimming this handy guide to refresh your mythology memory bank before you read. Any figures with an asterisk (*) beside their names play important roles in Apollo’s Priestess.

      

      
        Greek/Roman Figures

      

      Apollo *

      Greek god of music, poetry, oracles, medicine, sun, and knowledge. Brother to Athena, Ares, and Hephaestus (and many more). Son of Zeus and Leto. Twin brother to Artemis. Known to the Romans as Apollo.

      

      Ares

      Greek god of war. While his sister Athena is also the goddess of war, Ares is known for the brutal physicality wars brings to those involved. He is less about strategy, more about violent bloodshed. Son of Zeus and Hera. Father of Deimos and Phobos and many others. Known to the Romans as Mars.

      

      Artemis

      Greek goddess of the hunt, the moon, and animals. Sister to Athena, Ares, Hephaestus, and twin to Apollo. Known to the Romans as Diana.

      

      Athena

      Virginal Greek goddess of wisdom, craft (including weaving and various other arts), and war. Daughter of Zeus and Metis, she was birthed out of the side of her father’s head after he consumed her mother. She was said to be born as a full-grown woman, already incredibly intelligent and world-wise. She is known to the Romans as Minerva.

      

      Ceres

      Roman goddess of agriculture, grain, fertility, and motherly relationships. Her Greek counterpart is Demeter

      

      Hebe

      Greek goddess of youth. Daughter of Zeus and Hera. Wife of Heracles. Sister to Athena, Ares, Hephaestus—the whole second tier of the Olympian pantheon. Spends her days as a cupbearer to Hera and an occasional servant to Aphrodite. Known as Juventas to the Romans.

      

      Hera

      Greek goddess of marriage, childbirth, and women. Wife to Zeus, mother to Ares and Hephaestus (and others). Peacocks and pure white cows are her animals of choice. Deeply in love with her husband, but very jealous and spiteful to Zeus’s lovers and the children born from his trysts. Known as Juno to the Romans.

      

      Hestia/Vesta

      Greek/Roman goddess of the hearth and home. Plays a central role in Roman life, and has one of the largest cults (Vestal Virgins) in Roman society.

      

      Nyx

      Greek titan goddess of the night.

      

      Zeus

      Greek thunder and sky god. Head of the Olympian pantheon. Brother to Poseidon and Hades, son of titans Cronus and Rhea. Father to Athena. Known to the Romans as Jupiter.

      

      
        Greek/Roman Creatures, Places, and Terms

      

      Pallium

      A toga-like garment worn by high-ranking citizens of the Roman empire.

      

      Tallow

      Animal lard—used to make soap.

      

      
        Irish Figures

      

      Dagda

      Typically referred to as The Dagda. Leader of the Tuatha Dé Danann. Irish god linked to fertility, manliness, agriculture, weather, and strength. A king and father. Although married, he has many mistresses and even more children out of wedlock. Another “All-father” figure in mythology, similar to Odin of the Norse pantheon. A warrior, druid, and magic user, he carries a staff that can give and take life, a magical cauldron that never empties, and a harp that can control the weather and men’s emotions.

      

      Morrigan

      Often referred to as The Morrigan. Irish goddess of magic, prophecy, and war. Most closely associated with fate, particularly for warriors destined to perish in battle. Called the Triple Goddess, as she is the maiden, the mother, and the crone in one figure. Heavily associated with crows. War goddess who became Dagda’s mistress on Samhain so that the king could learn the fate of his conflicts with the Fomorians.

      

      
        Irish Creatures and Places

      

      Tír na nÓg

      The mythical Otherworld, a realm of eternal youth and beauty. Home of the gods of Irish mythology. It is said to be reached by crossing over through graveyards and burial grounds.

      

      
        Slavic Gods and Goddess

      

      Lada *

      Goddess of love, fertility, and beauty

      

      Perun

      God of thunder and head of the pantheon

      

      Svarog

      God of fire, iron, and blacksmiths

      

      Veles

      God of the underworld. Frequently steals from humans and gods alike, and is punished by Perun. The rain is said to be his stolen good returning to humanity.

      

      Zorya

      Goddess of midnight. Seen as two figures in mythology, and is represented in the Morning and Evening stars

      

      
        Slavic Creatures and Places

      

      Bannik

      A bathhouse spirit that is said to be heavily offended by Christian iconography.

      

      Mavka

      Female spirits, usually represented as beautiful, sometimes naked, young women who lure men to their deaths in the forests.

      

      Vyraj

      Identified as paradise in Slavic mythology.

      

      
        Other Mythological Figures and Places

      

      Odin

      Head of the Norse pantheon. All-father of the Aesir gods. God of death, healing, knowledge, poetry. Sacrificed his eye for knowledge. Animal companions include wolves and ravens. Known to wander the Nine realms, hooded and cloaked. Warrior, king, husband.

      

      Yggdrasil

      Norse concept of the universe. All Nine Realms are connected on a huge tree, with Asgard and the homes of the Gods at the canopy, and the others falling into place along the branches and trunk. Gods traverse the tree to go between the realms. Ancient prose eddas say that the tree was an ash tree.
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      Apollo’s Priestess is the second novella in the Lovers and Liars: Immortal Wars series. It can be read as a standalone, and the key details of the first book are included on the next page for those who haven’t read it.

      

      Please note this book is rated M for graphic violence, sexual content, and coarse language. A trigger warning for implied rape is attached to this piece.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Previously, in the Lovers and Liars: Immortal Wars universe…

          

        

      

    

    
      Court of the Phantom Queen (Book #1)

      Fearing the spread of the Cult of One, Athena decides to create a special council of other like-minded gods from around the world to counteract the threat. She assembles a group of travellers, including goddess Hebe and god Pan, to join her as she goes from godly house to house, asking for support.

      She begins in the Celtic pantheon, ruled by the god Dagda, wherein she reunites with the god Lugh, who she has always secretly loved. When Dagda’s mistress Morrigan sees the power shifting away from Zeus’s house, a vision in the flames, they turn on Athena and slaughter her company, including her beloved owl companion Nocta. With the help of Lugh, only Athena and Pan escape, and Zeus orders her to stop her crusade.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Apollo’s Priestess (Lovers and Liars: Immortal Wars, #2)

          

        

      

    

    
      A story about a kidnapped priestess, the lone wolf shifter who rescues her, and a god desperate to prove his sister wrong.

      336 AD. Constantine II rules the Roman Empire, and the Cult of One gains a foothold with the common people. A clash of belief systems is at hand.

      Fresh from her misadventures in the western isles, Athena's fears for the fate of her godly family fall upon deaf ears--particularly with carefree Apollo. As she ignores her father's orders to stay within the empire and heads north for Asgard, Apollo, god of music, medicine, archery, and plague, immerses himself among the people to prove her concerns baseless.

      Two years earlier, Lor, a devout priestess of Apollo, was kidnapped and sold illegally into slavery. Seven hundred and thirty long days of suffering at the hands of monsters haunts her, and she now fears her newest master plans to sell her to the highest, foulest bidder. Her heart burns with defiance, but surrounded by her master's soldiers, she has little hope of escaping her fate...

      Until a figure emerges from the shadows. Handsome, rugged barbarian one moment, a great black wolf the next, this mysterious stranger whisks her away from her captors—but has Lor traded one cage for another? Little does she know, there is more to this wolf shifter than meets the eye…
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      Seated on the stone steps of her humble temple, Lor basked in the soft glow of the setting sun. Pink blended with purple, orange with red, as the great fiery globe descended across the sky, sinking low beneath the hilly horizon. With her arms wrapped around her knees, hands entwined, she watched with an easy smile; the sun belonged to the great god Apollo. For as long as she could remember, Lor had watched it rise and fall each day, thinking only of him—of his power, his influence, his majesty.

      Lately, her usual routine had an air of sadness about it. While Ceres had once again blessed the empire with the bounty of a summer’s harvest, it was just this last spring that Lor had lost the other most important man in her life. Her father had been taken from her in the dead of night, with no warning or pain. She had awoken before sunrise, as she always did, to find him cold and lifeless in his bed within the temple he had built for Apollo long before she was even born. The gods had seen fit to take him from her, her only worldly companion.

      But she had not let his death affect the temple’s care or the sacred rites, for great Apollo cared not for the death of one priest. All that had mattered, as her father used to say, was that Apollo’s fires continued to burn, that there was a white calf or lamb to slaughter with each solstice in his name, and that Lor never forgot her place. For years, she and he had watched the rising and setting sun together. Her father had lived here, within the confines of the temple, while Lor tended to their family farm on the outskirts of the village.

      It all belonged to her now. No one had protested it, the passing of her father’s worldly possessions to his only child—a girl, no less. No one had seemed to care.

      If she dwelled on it too long, her eyes would swim with tears—and the priestess of Apollo, the only one in all the villages around her, was not one for weeping. Apollo was a happy god. A blessed god. A god who could not be fueled by her sorrow.

      So, Lor watched the setting sun and its splendid array of color with a smile, willing the sight to fill her heart with joy for the night ahead. When the great star finally disappeared beyond the hills, hiding behind the vineyards on the far side of her village, Lor stood, dusted off her plain white shift, and climbed the steps in silence. She checked the incense burning on either side of the door, noting that she would need to make more soon. A warm evening breeze whispered across the temple like a sigh.

      Once inside, she went about her nightly duties: ensuring the everlasting fire within the small hearth would have sufficient wood while she slept, lighting all the candles around Apollo’s statue, and pruning the laurel that crept in through the windows nearest him. She picked away the dead leaves and tossed them in the fire, savoring the brief scent of the woodsy herb before the flames consumed it.

      When she finished her chores, the activities she must do, Lor busied herself with what she wanted to do: crafting laurel wreaths. Her father had taught her as a child how to weave the branches together to form crowns—one sat around the head of her revered Apollo’s statue—and wreaths to hang outside the temple and on the door. If she was feeling bold, she’d run through the forest and crown the tree branches instead, imagining her beloved god finding them on his travels. He’d be pleased, surely, with her attention to detail.

      So there she sat, on the thin bed that had once been her father’s, weaving and humming a tune he used to sing to her. Sometimes, if she let herself, she’d hear his voice in her head, the words clear as day. Lor would close her eyes and imagine his face as he sang, weathered features shrouded in shadow and flickering with candlelight, sending her off to sleep. She heard it even now, humming alongside her, protecting her, comforting her.

      But tonight her dear father’s voice, its gruffness starting to fade from Lor’s memories, wasn’t the only one she heard from the confines of the temple.

      It wasn’t unusual to hear noises outside; after her father’s death, Lor had moved their entire homestead to the temple with the aid of a few villagers. Back then, they had seemed almost happy to watch her go; perhaps they had grown tired of her incessant reminders to pay homage to Apollo. After all, their village, among the thousands within the great empire, had prospered for decades by his will—Lor’s family had seen to that through the generations.

      Lately, it seemed people hadn’t the time for Apollo—or any of the gods who kept their homes safe, their crops bountiful, and their marriages content. Lor sought to remind them to pay tribute, for the wrath of the gods was far, far worse than their love—or had they forgotten the old stories?

      Yet no one had come to pray in the temple since Lor had taken up residence inside. Sure, she had the sheep, the goats, the chickens, and the cows to keep her company. Occasionally a cat might visit, and sometimes Lor heard the melodies of wild wolves in the distance. But no people.

      Until tonight. And by the sounds of it, there were many people. Gladness made her heart flutter. Carefully, Lor set her incomplete wreaths aside, then sprung to her feet and ensured she looked presentable, hastily combing her fingers through her shoulder-length russet hair. With a smile, she skipped to Apollo’s handsome statue and touched the ends of her trembling fingers to his bare feet. She’d known they would come around. She’d been so sure they would remember who had made their village prosperous all these years.

      Casting one last glance up at the bronze Apollo, his kind eyes staring into the worlds beyond this one, Lor took a deep breath and hurried for the door. She padded down the front steps, her eyes bright and her smile wide, ready to welcome the worshippers for any nighttime offerings they might bring.

      Her smile faltered, however, when she realized most were carrying torches—and weapons. Swords, bows, farm tools that could do grave harm to a person’s body… She blinked, her mind rapidly piecing it all together. They weren’t here to worship—not at all. She stepped back, her mouth falling open, and wrapped her arms around herself at the sheer venom in their eyes as they drew nearer. A band of men, none of them familiar, marched toward her, shouting and cursing, some singing a bawdy song that made her skin crawl.

      Tears stinging her eyes, Lor raced back inside and slammed the wooden door behind her. What few locks her father had built, she put them all to good use with shaking hands.

      There had been rumors, all across the Roman empire, that the followers of this one god were sacking temples. As far as Lor knew, such actions were not legal under their current emperor—and would be punished, severely, by the god they disrespected.

      But in that moment, none of the sanctions, the fears, the consequences, seemed to matter. The singing and laughter grew deafening outside the temple, and she yelped when someone hurled a rock through the one glass windowpane she had. The rest were just open to the natural world, high on the temple walls near the base of the roof.

      She screamed again when something, or someone, slammed against the door, followed by a burst of laughter from the men outside. Lor whirled around, stumbling over her own feet, scouring the temple for something she could use to defend herself.

      All her weaponry was outside, locked away in the small barn with the cows. Her father had never allowed her to bring her bow inside.

      “Apollo is not Mars,” he had said. “There is no place for weapons of war here. Only love.”

      Well, what good would love do her now?

      Another scream tore from her throat when the front door splintered. Lor raced for the statue of her beloved god. Perhaps her love for him was the only weapon she needed. Kneeling at his feet, she placed a hand on his thigh and begged, pleaded, for help, be it from him or in the form of another. Surely the villagers had heard the commotion; why had none come to her aid?

      With one great deafening crack, the invaders forced the door open, breaking all the locks. Lor sobbed and gripped Apollo tighter, hating that she had let these vile men into her sacred space.

      “Please,” she whispered, her breath catching, tears spilling down her cheeks. “Please forgive me. Please help me—”

      She shrieked when a burly arm snaked around her waist and hauled her up.

      “Look at what we have here,” the man sneered, spinning around, as if to show her off while she struggled in his grasp.

      “What a pretty priestess!”

      “Any gold?”

      “Just some fucking flowers.”

      “They’re laurels,” she cried, hoping she sounded fierce like the Amazonian warriors of old—and knowing she’d failed. “They’re laurels for Apollo! Don’t touch them!”

      The men laughed as they flooded into the temple, rifling through her sacks of grain, her handwoven blankets, and her father’s collection of precious stones, which she kept in a basket at Apollo’s feet. One man slid his hand along her bare legs, and she kicked out, her face hot and wet with tears. More laughter, and they switched to a language she couldn’t understand, the noise around her mounting and swelling until Lor couldn’t even hear herself think.

      Finally, the man holding her so harshly that she struggled for breath, his arm around her middle like a rabbit snare, carried her toward the door. The indignant heat under her skin intensified when he slipped his hand beneath her shift, feeling her as no man ought to—for she had dedicated herself to Apollo.

      Lor wriggled in his arms, twisting and contorting herself so that she could see over the beast’s shoulder, her eyes searching out the now lifeless bronze ones of her beloved god.

      “Apollo!” she screamed, an arm outstretched toward him. “Apollo, please!”

      Her cries were met with rough hands and breath that reeked of ale. Her captor tossed her onto the grass and was on her before she could scramble away, his weight knocking the wind out of her. Lor kicked, scratched, bit—but he was twice her size.

      After what felt like an eternity of struggle, he rolled her onto her belly and hiked up her shift dress. The warm night wind tickled her exposed thighs, and Lor’s fingers dug into the grassy earth as he pressed down on top of her. Behind them, flames licked their way across what was once her front door. Beyond, the sheep screamed and the men laughed. Wolves howled somewhere far away. The man on top of her, inside of her, grunted. Her temple crumbled. Lor wept.

      And Apollo said nothing.
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      “Unless I’m mistaken,” Apollo said with a cool chuckle, “and I seldom am, I believe Father told you to set your ridiculous quest aside and stay put.”

      Grey eyes darted toward him from the end of the stable, the goddess they belonged to seeming surprised that she had been caught. “Brother.”

      “Sister,” he crooned, leaning against one of the thick wooden dividers between the horse stalls, his arms crossed. “What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “Mind your own business,” Athena told him curtly, then slipped into the stall housing her steed. Apollo sighed, glancing up and down the stable corridor. Not a slave in sight. She really did intend to slip away in the dead of night, disobeying their father’s direct orders to stay within the empire. Apollo’s spies had been correct. The thought made him grin; there was nothing like watching the favourite child sink to the level of the rest.

      At the sound of her horse whinnying softly, he strolled forth, not stopping until he reached the hip-high door of the stall. Enbarr, a steed only the gods themselves could handle, snorted at him, his greeting about as warm as Athena’s.

      “Whatever will the mighty Zeus say when he learns his favourite has disobeyed him?”

      “Apollo, unless you intend to help, you may go,” Athena said from behind the enormous snow-white horse. Moments later, a thick saddle fell upon the horse’s back, and he watched the raven-haired goddess of wisdom, a hood drawn over her delicate features, strap everything in place. Enbarr huffed again, shifting his weight from foot to foot, then turned his head slightly and stared Apollo down. An unnerving glimmer of intelligence flickered in those dark eyes, and he shot the beast a scowl before moving out of his line of sight.

      “Well, I don’t intend to hinder, if that’s what you’re concerned about,” he told her, drumming his fingers on the wooden gate for a moment before studying the baggage she no doubt planned to lash to the horse next. His sister shot him a skeptical look, then returned to her work in silence.

      Honestly, ever since she had returned from Dagda’s court in the western isles, she really had been the most insufferable bore.

      Well, more so than usual, anyway.

      “Athena, I cannot understand why you insist on seeing this through,” Apollo said, his golden brow wrinkled for a moment before he busied himself picking a few flecks of dirt out from under his nails. “Honestly. A single house betrayed us. Ares is dealing with them,” he rolled his eyes, “in the only way he knows how. I see no evidence of this Cult of One sweeping through the empire—”

      “Then perhaps you’ve been toddling along through the years with your eyes closed,” she snapped, roughly adjusting the fur padding above and below the wooden saddle before fixing him with a glare. Apollo arched an eyebrow; that icy stare might have made mortals quiver, but it was wasted on him.

      “Do you feel your power weakening?” He waited, knowing the answer whether she dared admit it or not. No. None of them felt any weaker—and that would be the first sign that their humans had forsaken them.

      Gods thrived through the centuries on the worship of their humans. They were hailed as immortal beings, yet their immortality was dependent on the mortals who loved them. Apollo had seen many a house rise and fall, turn to dust, through the ages. His father’s pantheon was the strongest in the world. His sister’s obsession with their decline was not only tiresome, but troublesome too. By alerting other godly families to some absurd “threat,” Athena was exposing them all to outside attacks. Bids for power.

      She had gotten a taste of that firsthand when Dagda and Morrigan, sensing a weakness in Zeus’s house, turned on her and butchered her traveling party—his youngest, sweetest sister Hebe among the dead. And now she wanted to drag more of their family into the fray? Go north? Their father wouldn’t allow it, and Apollo couldn’t understand it.

      “I have walked our empire many times over,” Athena told him, the anger leeching out of her tone as she hastened her packing. “The love of the people is shifting. We should respond before the threat becomes dire, not after. Not when it’s too late to stop it.”

      “And you think that by telling the other houses that we cannot control our own worshippers, everyone will set aside centuries of tension and bickering, join hands, and sit on your silly little council?” Apollo had thought it absurd when the idea was first presented to him, and his opinion hadn’t changed any in the days that followed. The fact that she had lost him a sibling in all this foolishness had only weakened his belief in her cause—and, to some extent, in her.

      Less than a month after her return from the emerald isles and the Otherworld, Athena was ready to do it all over again in the north with the Aesir king Odin and his ilk—a tribe of warmongers. Ha. Had Morrigan replaced Athena’s tactician mind with that of a simpleton?

      “I think that those who can see the merit in preventing the annihilation of all our kind will lend their support,” Athena said dryly. She pinned him with a look that blurred the lines between incredulous and uppity, and Apollo made sure she saw every bit of his theatrical eye roll.

      “Your dramatics are unnecessary, sister.”

      “Perhaps.” She took a step back from her steed, hands on her narrow hips, and quickly assessed the stall. When it was clear that she had strapped every bag in sight to Enbarr, she gracefully climbed up and settled on the horse’s back. Reins in hand, she nodded to the stall door, which Apollo opened with a sigh. When she and the great flying steed had sauntered by, he closed the door and faced her with his arms crossed.

      “Perhaps?”

      “And perhaps not,” she countered, hands resting on her lap. “Apollo, if I’m wrong, then what are the consequences? The other houses aren’t strong enough to defeat us, even if they think we’ve grown weak, nor would they be able to unite without my guidance. I count Odin as one of my oldest friends, and there are many others who would give their lives for me. We have allies, despite what you all believe.”

      “We have more enemies who want to tear us apart,” he said with a scoff. “Surely you can’t—”

      “But if my suspicions are correct,” she pressed, the light of the nearby torches dancing across the half of her face he could see, “then my council will prevent a catastrophe.”

      “Athena—”

      “The Cult of One is not a phantom threat, brother,” she told him, finally drawing her hood down and shaking her head. “It is real. Churches are cropping up across the empire. They are replacing our temples in some communities. Their people are killing ours—”

      “As ours did to them.” He’d once stood in a crowd of screaming Romans, Ares at his side in a rare moment of brotherly bonding, as they watched Christians slaughtered for crimes they may or may not have committed. The Cult of One had existed for centuries, on the fringes of Roman society. In fact, he recalled one emperor declaring the followers of the One were sordid and degraded, and taking great delight in blaming them for any problem the empire faced. Now, the tables were turning a fraction, but the worshippers of the many gods would endure; they always had.

      “It’s different now. These followers are a true threat to the established order,” Athena told him. Voices echoed outside the stables, and both gods glanced in their direction with mild interest. Only those who served Dionysus dared walk the stone pathways to the stables, which housed the beasts of many gods. Athena had taken up residence on their brother’s estate for the last month at Zeus’s request. Perhaps their father thought that stranding her far from her belongings, surrounded by orchards and grapes and debauchery, might sway her from her quest.

      A foolish notion, if it were true. Athena was nothing if not childishly stubborn and steadfast to her beliefs. If anything, spending all this time around their drunken brother and his rambunctious orgies had made her more determined to see her mission through, not less.

      Just as he’d suspected, two of Dionysus’s human slaves in lilac chitons stumbled in, faces red and eyes wild. When they caught sight of the gods at the end of the corridor, they swiftly disappeared out into the night, their voices fading fast in the vast expanse of the wine god’s domain.

      Softly, Apollo sighed again. “Athena—”

      “We’ve taken them for granted,” she said briskly, “our humans. When have you last dragged yourself from your own affairs and walked among them?”

      Apollo scowled at the implication—and the truth behind it.

      “When did you last give something, rather than take from them?” she continued when their gazes met, hers awhirl with storm clouds and murky horizons. Grey-eyed Athena, daughter of Zeus and intolerable know-it-all.

      And a sister who knew him better than he cared to admit.

      “I cannot say,” he admitted. Apollo had too much respect for her gifts to outright lie to her. What had kept him so preoccupied as of late that he had forsaken his godly duties? Had the sheer size of his father’s kingdom made Apollo complacent? The Romans were so proficient, so competent. For centuries, Apollo had left them to their own devices, confident in their ability to rule themselves after he and his family had steered them in the right direction. Had the Romans and their vast empire, their hierarchies of law and civility, made him lazy?

      The Greeks had once controlled most of the known world too, and yet he had been so active in their everyday lives—managing every little detail, seeing to every little thing, to the point where it had become dreadfully tedious.

      A bit boring, too.

      Perhaps that was his answer.

      Athena nodded, lifting her stormy gaze away from him, and he wondered just how far those eyes could truly see. Worlds beyond this, it was rumored. He studied her for a moment and thought it strange to find her without her little owl companion. Of all the lives taken in Tír na nÓg, he suspected that Nocta’s death had struck his dreary sister the hardest.

      “We’ve all failed,” she admitted. “Myself included. I hope to right that wrong before we are naught but dust in the wind. Before they forget us entirely.”

      “This paranoia of yours—”

      “When have you ever known me to be paranoid?” she asked curtly, some of the bite easing out of her glare when he floundered for an answer.

      “Well…” Apollo shook his head. “You certainly overthink everything. It’s very trying, even when I’m in a good mood.”

      They stared at one another for a long moment, two siblings hiding away in their brother’s stables, surrounded by darkness, the laughter of drunken maenads carrying on the wind. Then, they smiled. Shifting herself about, Athena leaned down and grabbed the front of Apollo’s tunic, then dragged him closer. He closed his eyes when she planted a chaste kiss on his cheek. As he heard her withdraw, he cracked one eye, then the other, wishing she wasn’t so stubborn.

      “You aren’t going up there alone, are you?” he asked. While he had heard stories of the world tree—Yggdrasil to the northerners, a grand supernatural tree along whose branches all the realms of the universe sat—none of them were good. Apollo dealt primarily with the creatures of this realm, yet there were tales of travelers taken by those of the next along the pathways surrounding the trunk of the tree. Frost giants. Flesh-hungry trolls. Snakes and worms and wolves as large as mountains. Even for a god, the journey seemed daunting.

      “My traveling companions will meet me at the foot of the world tree,” Athena told him as she adjusted her cloak, pulling the cowl up to cover most of her face. Apollo’s eyes swept along Enbarr, who was overladen with furs and bags; those furs would come in handy in the great frigid north. Even Asgard was said to be tolerable only to those thick-skulled northerners.

      “Not taking any of our siblings along this time, are you?” He cocked his head to the side, trying to bury the unspoken accusation. “I don’t know if Father could stand to lose another child.”

      “Father loses children all the time.”

      “Demigods,” he argued, a slight tremor in his voice. “Half-breeds. Not true gods. Hebe was immortal.”

      She looked down enough for him to catch the furrow of her brow, the downturn of her thin lips, but within moments all that fear and doubt vanished. Athena straightened, her head held high and her shoulders back—as was her way.

      “I’ve kept my traveling party a secret thus far,” she said. “I don’t intend to break that vow of silence now.”

      “Not even for me?” He fluttered his golden lashes up at her as a brilliant smile spread across his lips. That smile could make men grovel and women beg for him. Athena merely stared down, her shadowed expression unflinching.

      “Farewell, brother.”

      “Be safe, sister.” He stepped back when she gave her steed a gentle nudge with her heels, spurring the blessed creature to walk. Apollo followed at a cautious distance, unable to shake the tightness in his chest. “Come back alive.”

      Her laughter, the first pleasant sound he’d heard since they started speaking, washed over him like a wave lapping at the shoreline.

      “Have faith in me, Apollo.”

      “I always do.” When she glanced back, nearing the doorway, he shrugged. “Most of the time, anyway.”

      When it came to her own survival, he had complete faith. This mission of hers, however… Well, he hadn’t much confidence in that. Swallowing hard, Apollo rushed after her, the beat of Enbarr’s hooves falling like thunder. When he threw himself through the doorway into the courtyard beyond, he had to look up to find her, her flying beast whisking her away on the northeast wind. Apollo watched until she disappeared, vanishing into the nightly realm of the titan Nyx and his own dear sister Artemis. He stared up at the stars, at the black sky, his features shifting into a frown as Athena’s words echoed in the chambers of his mind.

      She was usually right about everything. It was why Apollo never invited her to gatherings where the primary goal was fun. But as dismal and bleak as Athena could be, her mind had saved this family time and time again. She didn’t rival Ares as a war tactician for nothing, nor had she earned her title of the patron goddess of influential Athens by chance. Zeus took counsel from none of his children save for Athena. Her opinion, her theory, shouldn’t be cast aside so lightly.

      “Perhaps,” he murmured, “it is time I walk among the people again…”

      If only to prove Athena’s fears baseless. Apollo grinned, strolling toward the nearby orchard, whistling a tune his mother used to sing. He would walk among the people, across the whole empire if need be, and listen. Learn. Absorb. And what a glorious day that would be: the day mighty grey-eyed Athena was finally proven wrong.
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      The sight of a new village through the trees made Lor’s stomach turn. As the whole company marched in its direction, she could only assume this was where they would settle for however long her master desired. Cassius had been known to spend months at a single village, frittering away his riches on ale and women and trade goods—or no more than half a day, should nothing pique his immediate, somewhat fickle interest. With his immense wealth of coin and trade goods to spare, most villages wanted him to remain for as long as they could possibly have him. His men preferred staying put to the difficulties of the road: food, drink, and women were a guarantee in most villages they frequented, whereas all three were scarce in the wild—which forced them to look to seek company among those in their traveling party.

      Lor winced as she tried to wiggle her toes back to life. Known for her rash escape attempts, Cassius had taken to tying her to the saddle, while another slave, Marcus, led the beast through the wilds. The ropes always cut into her skin, leaving her marked for at least a few days after. Lor would have preferred to walk, but of course Cassius knew she had a better chance of slipping away unnoticed if allowed to use her legs. So, she sat atop one of his soldiers’ horses each time they traveled, her feet numb from the ropes and her backside numb from the saddle.

      As punishment for purposefully spoiling the last meal Cassius and his men had eaten before they set out that morning, this time Lor had been forced to ride without the cushion of furs or blankets between her and the wooden saddle.

      She wasn’t sure she’d be able to stand once someone cut her down from her perch.

      Still, Lor would take another week on top of that damn horse over stopping at the village. Villages meant more strange men—and she had had enough strange men to last a lifetime. It was strange men who had dragged her from her temple an eternity ago. It was strange men who beat her, raped her, and put her in chains. Cassius had purchased her last spring from the strange men, but she hardly considered him an improvement over her previous captors. He had men barter for her at every village—just for the sport of it. One or two might even try her out, if Cassius was drunk and in a giving mood.

      He seemed to relish the panic in her eyes, the quiver in her hands, the frailty in her voice at the idea of being sold once again. From the hands of one beast to another—to the hands of the one who might finally kill her. Usually, by the time Cassius finally announced they were moving on to somewhere new, she’d be so wracked with worry that Lor would vomit before they lashed her to that damn horse. On schedule. Every time. Vomit. Whether she had food in her belly or not. Other masters might scold her, or send her to the camp physician for something to settle her stomach. Cassius made her sit next to it while he laughed.

      Thus far, he had yet to sell her, but she still couldn’t decide whether that was to her benefit or not. With all she had seen these long two years, far from home and dragged across the western and eastern halves of the Roman empire, Lor had learned that there was always someone worse than the monster she knew.

      “Nearly there, Lor,” Marcus called up to her, the pace of the whole company quickening. She ducked to avoid a faceful of prickly, spindly tree branches, lips pressed into a frown. When Marcus glanced back at her, he was smiling—kindly, as he always did. “You’ll be down soon.”

      “Yes.” It was the best she could do, a familiar wave of nerves stirring with every step closer to the village.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Sore.”

      “Perhaps Cassius will let me tend to you this time.” Marcus, while also a slave, worked as Cassius’s primary physician. He treated all the travelers in their master’s wandering company, and had always been patient and talkative with her. By this time next year, Lor suspected he’d be able to buy his freedom.

      For that, Lor hated him.

      But she would miss him terribly, too.

      Lor raised her bound hands when the company finally cleared the woods, shielding her eyes from the sun’s glare. They had spent the last several days in shadow, the vegetation so dense that she thought the earth intended to swallow them whole. Now, on the edge of a clearing that housed a trading post on the outskirts of the empire, she longed for the quiet, cool darkness of the forest.

      When her eyes finally adjusted to the brightness, her mood didn’t lift at all. A few wood and stone structures situated around an enormous fire pit greeted her. Thatched roofs as far as the eye could see paired with the pathetic bit of plant life that the inhabitants of the post seemed to be trying to cultivate in the middle of nowhere. While the village was located near long-used trading routes, she had heard whispers they were also near Gaul and Germanic territory. No civilized folk lived out here.

      Furs hung from the twine strung between trees at the outskirts of the clearing; there were so many of them that she assumed fur was what the people here specialized in. Lor spied a few wooden pens with clucking chickens and rustling sheep—not a woman or child in sight, but plenty of men sitting around the dwindling fire, striding to and from the structures, and working in the garden.

      Wonderful. She shifted about, trying unsuccessfully to maneuver her dress so that it covered more of her body. As the rest of the traveling company—former soldiers, trackers, trappers, slaves, cooks—left the trees behind, Cassius strode forth ahead of them all, straight for a man in a purple wool tunic with a green pallium cloak wrapped around his shoulders. From the twinkling embellishments on his fingers, wrists, and neck, Lor guessed this was the man in charge.

      While her master was thin and lean, his bright blonde hair tied in a lose ponytail at the base of his head, the man he embraced was about twice Cassius’s width and almost a half head taller. Coarse black hair covered his head, his arms, and the bit of chest peeking out of the top of his tunic. In an instant, she was reminded of the man who’d taken her—who stole her from her temple, then stole her virtue, which she had saved for Apollo and Apollo alone. Now, her innocence was long gone, many times over.

      Lor inhaled softly, closed her eyes, and exhaled, forcing the breath to last as long as it could. The technique usually calmed her, but the man’s similarity to that first monster, paired with the anxiety of arriving at a new village, made the tension in her core tight as granite.

      She flinched at the feel of fingers brushing down her bare leg, only to find Marcus untying her. When he had finished with one foot, he moved on to the other, then saw to her tethered wrists. The clamor of their company settling after a long journey only added to the tension bristling within her; Lor glanced back to the trees, longing for the eerie silence again.

      “Come to me, Lor,” Marcus urged, his arms extended to grasp her waist. With much, much difficulty, she managed to pull one leg over the horse’s back, muffling a cry as her leg exploded with the fire of a thousand tiny pinpricks. A flicker of sympathy brightened Marcus’s sea-green eyes, and she braced herself on his shoulders, a whimper slipping free when she dropped to the ground. Before he had the chance to steady her, her knees buckled and she fell into the dirt, the thousands of stinging, piercing pins multiplying across the entire lower half of her body.

      “Marcus.” She ought to have hidden the panic in her voice, but she couldn’t feel anything beyond the pain.

      “You aren’t hurt. We just need to get the blood moving,” he said softly. Then, with a quick look over his shoulder, he knelt and began rubbing her legs over her dress. Although she knew he tried to be gentle with her, each grasp of his hands was like the cruel bite of a knife. Lor balled her hands into fists and resisted the urge to shove him away, eyes clenched shut as she rode out the agony.

      Marcus leapt back as though she’d burned him, however, when Cassius barked his name. All around them, the company had started unloading packs from the mules. Slaves dropped the loads they had been forced to carry across their shoulders, hands on their lower backs as they stretched this way and that. At least tonight they would eat and sleep well. As Cassius marched toward her, Lor had a sinking feeling she wouldn’t be quite so fortunate.

      “I told you she needed something to pad the saddle,” Marcus said, his tone on the verge of chastisement, when Cassius stopped in front of her, hands on his hips, and stared at her with a frown. “She’s lost the feeling likely below her waist.”

      “Will it come back?”

      “Of course.” Marcus shot her a tentative look behind their master’s back, and she let out a hushed sigh of relief as he carried on. “She just needs to move—”

      “And move she shall.”

      Lor winced at the familiar roughness of Cassisus’s hands around her waist, and she did her best to keep quiet when he hauled her to her feet. While the pins had dissipated somewhat, pain shot up and down her legs with each forced step, and her feet—what she could feel of them, anyway—were swollen and angry. However, they appeared perfectly normal when she caught them slipping out from beneath the billowy teal fabric of her gown. A little red, yes, but otherwise normal.

      “Perhaps this will teach you not to waste supplies,” Cassius muttered in her ear, and as horrible as Lor felt in that moment, she’d endure it all over again if it was courtesy of her defiance. Most masters would beat their slaves bloody for what she had done back at their last camp—oversalting the morning stew to the point that it was nearly inedible, wasting salt and meat—but Cassius had more creative punishments in that twisted head of his.

      Lor knew that, but what choice did she have? She might have been beaten, broken, and ripped from her faith, but she refused to accept her circumstances—no matter how dire. Whenever she had the chance to fight, she would, consequences be damned.

      With her legs all but useless, Cassius was forced to bear the brunt of her weight as he marched her over to the man in the purple tunic. A shiver shot down her spine at the way those dark eyes hungrily wandered her body.

      “You did not do her looks justice, my old friend,” the man boomed as Cassius thrust her between them, a hand on the nape of her neck to keep her steady. She fought with her quaking legs, arms tight at her sides, and stared at the ground.

      “I thought my appraisal was fair,” Cassius insisted, tugging at her horribly knotted hair. “I cannot do much about this. We sold most of the women in the summer. No one can get their fingers through it.”

      “I enjoy it.” The man’s dark gaze practically rippled with delight. “Half beauty, half wild thing.”

      Lor bit the insides of her cheeks. Her hair had turned knotted, gnarled, and tangled after months on the road with no one to care for it. The tight, searing, itchy pain of her scalp had become yet another burden to ignore. Cassius dressed her in finery, as the appearance of one’s slaves reflected the master holding the chains, yet he hadn’t bothered to even buy her a comb at the last large settlement they’d visited. Grand markets, bazaars with every sort of luxury, and he couldn’t grant her that small comfort.

      “I believe you’re the only one who will consider her as such, Magnus,” Cassius remarked, chuckling. “Well? Are you open to negotiate a fair price?”

      “Oh, most assuredly.” Magnus’s large, thick hand wandered her figure, questing over her hips and up to cup her breasts. Her nails, always neatly trimmed—as ordered by Cassius after she’d slashed his cheek the first time he tried to forcefully bed her—sank into her palms. Neither man, however, seemed to notice. Magnus forced her face up, clasping her chin as he manhandled her. “Yes, we’ll discuss a price. I suspect you’ll raise it now that you see how badly I want her, old friend.”

      Cassius’s grip on the back of Lor’s neck tightened before he tugged her away and handed her off to an awaiting soldier. It might have been in her best interest to listen in on the rest of the conversation—neither man was quiet about it—but Lor couldn’t stomach it. Instead, she hobbled off beside the young man, who clutched her forearm like he wanted to bruise her.

      “You’re hurting me,” she hissed, trying to tug her arm away—which only made him squeeze harder. After dragging her over to where their company was setting up camp for the night, Cassius’s tent and all its finery already erected, the soldier sat her down next to one of the mules and snarled at her to stay put.

      Lor watched him go with a scowl, searching her mind for his name. There were so many men in Cassius’s employ, and most changed with each settlement they visited. The core group of soldiers-turned-traders remained the same; they were the men he trusted most—and were probably already rooting out the ale stores.

      If Lor had a moment alone with her master in the near future, she intended to tell him of her ill treatment—for only Cassius himself was allowed to outright abuse her—but to do that, she needed the soldier’s name.

      Arcus?

      Septus?

      No. Oh. Come now, Lor. Think. She had a head full of the empire’s languages and trade routes, but couldn’t remember a simple name?

      When the mule beside her leaned down and sniffed at the foul bird’s nest on the back of her head, she swatted him away—and then froze. In that moment, the deeply unsettling feeling of being watched descended on her with the force of twenty suns. Heat rippled across her body, gathering and warming her cheeks. She had grown used to people staring, either with disdain or interest, but this was different. No one’s eyes had ever penetrated her very being before—for that was how she felt. Violated, yet no one had touched her.

      Trembling, she shuffled back so that the mule’s round, sturdy body hid most of her. Then she quickly assessed every part of her new surroundings, not stopping until she found the source of that unrelenting stare.

      And when she did, Lor gasped. There, at the edge of the wood, was a man. Draped in a dark grey traveling cloak, he was more shadow than man, save for the brilliant green eyes staring back at her. He sat on his haunches, no more than five paces from the nearest fellow in her company—yet no one seemed to notice his presence. From her position, she couldn’t assess his figure, but his hands appeared clean, with a smattering of pine-bark-brown hair, the same that curled around his face, protruding beneath the hem of his long sleeves. She swallowed hard; no man in Cassius’s employ dressed so. In fact, men within the empire seldom ever wore sleeves to their wrists or fitted trousers.

      Barbarians did. Germanic folk. Gauls. Goths. Did this outsider belong to the trading post, or had he followed Cassius’s party through the woods? He sat precisely where she had passed through earlier on horseback.

      How strange that she could see his eyes from across the makeshift camp.

      Stranger still—Lor no longer felt violated. For the first time in a painfully long time, ease settled over her under the stranger’s stare. Contemplation. Comfort. Security. For once, the desire to shy away hadn’t crossed her mind. In fact, her still-tingling legs yearned to straighten and carry her straight to him. Her own dark blue eyes memorized the days-old scruff on his cheeks, the moderately short, clean cut of his hair, which sat around his head in gentle dark brown waves.

      She blinked hurriedly and turned away, offering a smile that straddled the line between nervousness and interest up to the mule beside her. Lor rubbed the squat beast’s side, noticing the slight quiver in her fingers as she did.

      His gaze lingered a moment longer, blazing a trail along her body, coaxing the hairs on the back of her neck to rise.

      Yet when she looked over her shoulder, determined to meet his stare head-on and hold it this time, perhaps even challenge it, he was gone. Vanished into the shadows of the wood.

      Never to be seen or felt again, if her luck had anything to say about it.

      Lor’s shoulders slumped, the depressing reality of her situation sinking back in, and she brought her knees to her chest, feeling the prickling sensation of tears and knowing none would fall.

      She had stopped crying a long time ago. A fleeting moment of comfort—there and gone just as suddenly—in a lifetime of darkness wasn’t about to change that.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adrian crawled along the forest floor on his belly, nimbly skirting obstacles, his wolf senses forever scanning his surroundings. Whenever he heard the sound of man, he paused, listening, watching, ensuring none of the Romans had stumbled drunkenly into the forest. He blended with the shadows like one of Zorya’s children, using the darkness to disappear. His black fur was a hindrance come winter, when thick white snow blanketed much of his world. However, on cool spring evenings such as this, surrounded by towering trees with thick underbrush and creeping roots with skittering insects, Adrian was one with the natural world.

      And that was for the best, given that the trading post specialized in refined fur sales. There weren’t many fur sellers along this branch of the Roman empire’s trade route, but the forest here was lush with raw material and the men were eager to make a name for themselves. If they spied Adrian in his wolf form, with his fur as black as the midnight sky, they would wet themselves—first in fear, for Adrian was double the size of any ordinary wolf, and then in delight, for all that fur, once properly treated, would sell for a handsome price.

      Fortunately for him, the arrival of her traveling party meant all the men at the post had succumbed to a night of drunken debauchery. Those usually guarding the outskirts of the clearing had forgone their duties for gambling and drinking, allowing Adrian the opportunity to slink in and out with the girl in tow.

      Lor.

      He couldn’t imagine why his mistress, Lada, great goddess of love and fertility, had sent him so far south to acquire her, but as he drew nearer to the edge of the forest, Adrian had at least one working theory. Lada had been rather coy about the whole affair, lacking her usual frankness when she discussed the mission with him, providing nothing more than a name, a former vocation, and a general location for Adrian. Back then, she had worn the same smile she always did when she paired wayward lovers together—that should have tipped him off immediately.

      Yet, suspecting nothing of the sort, Adrian had begun this mission the same as all the others: stocking up on supplies for the journey, tracking the company that held this supposed Roman priestess captive, and waiting for the opportune moment to collect his mistress’s prize. Months of careful planning had come down to this one night, this one moment. All this time, energy, and preparation—for a human woman named Lor, who, from a distance, hardly seemed special enough to catch the eye of a love goddess.

      Pausing, he listened for a few beats longer. Most of the noise echoed from the other side of the outpost. The camp built by the Romans late that afternoon was all but abandoned, save for a trio of men seated around the fire, passing a bottle between them and roasting a few large rats on a spit. Nose in the air, he searched out her scent once more, and when he caught it, Adrian headed west, skirting the tree line as he searched her out.

      When he found her, he dropped to his belly again. Paws pressed flat to the dirt, he scanned for any signs of Cassius Horenius’s men, then narrowed his wolf’s orange eyes on Lor.

      Whom those fools had tied to one of the stakes of their makeshift goat pen. She sat with her knees pulled to her chest, head resting on them—and a rope looped around her neck as though she were a dog.

      A blinding rage swept over him. What if a true wolf had been out tonight in search of an easy meal? What if Lor, with her tangled hair and her beautiful blue eyes, fell asleep? She’d be devoured, flesh stripped down to the bone, by sunrise.

      Lips snarled up in anger, Adrian lifted his nose once more, if only to confirm that this truly was her. He hadn’t seen another woman in this area for quite some time, yet he needed to be certain…

      Her scent was exquisite. All around them, the pungent odors of sweaty, drunk men filled the air. Paired with goat, sheep, and chicken shit, the trade post was a fucking nightmare for a shifter’s sensitive nose. Yet in the midst of all that vileness—Lor. Her scent was floral, but he couldn’t name the flower. Pleasant. Sweet. A flickering light surrounded by darkness, the lone red poppy in a sea of death and decay.

      For a fleeting moment, all Adrian wanted to do was pad over to her and bury his snout in her hair, trail it down her neck, bask in her, mingle his scent with hers—and perhaps he’d even quest lower, between the swaths of willowy fabric, to the cleft of her thighs…

      Adrian’s eyes widened, and he sat up sharply as his normally slow and steady heart pounded in his chest.

      His suspicions about this mission had been correct.

      Lor was destined to be his. Fated. Chosen by Lada herself as Adrian’s true mate. Was that why he had been sent to collect her? That coy smile, the goddess’s evasiveness, the bright earnestness in her eyes as she had sent him on his way… Lada had found his mate—and wished to, what, surprise him by not telling him? He could imagine her now, clapping her hands with glee, cheeks pink and heart bursting at the thought of her adopted son meeting his match at last.

      He blinked rapidly, then sneezed, wiping at his snout with his paw. It couldn’t be. A human, his fated mate? He had served the gods of his homelands faithfully since he was a boy, abandoned by his true parents when he’d accidentally shifted from babe to pup. It was Lada who had found him. Lada who had nursed him, raised him, taught him all he knew. He had served her pantheon as none other could. Surely there was some sweet forest sprite or she-elf destined to ensnare his heart?

      But the signs were unmistakable: his intense and immediate connection with her scent now that he was within range to appreciate it, his unfathomable fury at the thought of her being hurt by some other nightly beast. He must not have smelled her as strongly in his human form earlier that day, yet even then he had thought her beautiful—even if her hair resembled a rat’s nest and her eyes were deep wells of despair. For he had seen fire too. He had known within seconds of first studying her from a distance that she would have no qualms leaving Cassius and his oafs behind.

      But he hadn’t realized they were fated.

      Adrian let out a low whine, slumping back to the ground. Fated with a human. Of all the ridiculous notions.

      He tensed at the sounds of raucous laughter spilling out from the campsite. While the night was still young, he couldn’t risk anyone catching him as he stole Lor away. Nor would he be able to sit idly by if one of those cretins by the fire, likely the same who had tied her up rather than watch her as instructed, tried to force himself on her—not now, given the tether fate had drawn between Adrian’s heart and hers. His hackles rose, a low, involuntarily growl rumbling in his throat.

      Fuck. While he would have preferred to take a little more time to assess the situation, there wasn’t a man in sight near the goat pen. Lor looked miserable. More laughter sounded from the bowels of the trading post. It was now or, well, a less convenient time, during which Adrian might be forced to spill some blood.

      Standing, he shook out his fur and cast one last furtive glance in either direction. When all was clear, he stepped out of the forest, allowing his scent to catch on the wind. In an instant, the goats started to fuss, bleating softly at one another and scuttling to the far side of their pen. Lor lifted her head, frowning, and looked back at them. After Adrian padded a few more steps toward her, the goats leapt over the walls of their enclosure and shot off into the darkness. Knowing their time was limited, Adrian purposefully stepped on a stray twig, using the curt snap to draw Lor’s attention back to him.

      As soon as their eyes met, something twisted in his gut. His chest tightened. His heart thundered. Each step felt labored, yet his very essence yearned to be near her.

      No mistaking it. His fated mate.

      A human.

      He planned to have a very frank conversation with Lada after he returned with Lor to his homelands—as instructed, of course. Humans were just so…

      Well, any other human would have shied away from him. They’d have cowered in fear, screamed, soiled themselves. He had seen it all before. Lor merely watched his steady approach, slowly facing him with an inquisitive gleam in her eye. Not once did she avert her gaze from his. Instead, when he stopped directly in front of her, head bowed so that they were at eye level, she held his harrowing orange-eyed stare and raised her hand. Tentatively, the woman reached for him, as if to stroke his muzzle.

      And he wanted her to. A sharp stab of longing gouged him from the inside out, suddenly so desperate to feel her slim fingers glide over his coat and bury themselves in his fur.

      He jerked back. There wasn’t time for that, nor was he so easily beguiled by the promise of a fated mate. She was still a human—one in desperate need of a bath, and perhaps a head-shaving. So, he retreated a few steps and shifted back to his human form, bones cracking and joints snapping into place. His harsh, animalistic growl devolved into a groan as his snout retreated into his face and his skull elongated up to that of a man’s. He needed his words to communicate with her; two shifters could have spoken telepathically, but alas, she was but a human.

      “Lor, I…” He paused, breath caught in his throat, as the color drained from her face. Her eyes, wide and finally frightened, rolled back in her head, and she slumped over.

      Adrian lurched forward and caught her before her head hit the ground. Unconscious. His inner beast practically purred at the brief skin-to-skin contact. Battling the surge of emotion within, Adrian swept a few bits of that knotted hair from her face.

      In the distance, someone proclaimed the goats had gotten out. Cursing, he pried the rope from her neck, snapping it in two, and threw her over his shoulder. Never again would any of those filthy men touch her. Adrian would see to that if it was the last thing he ever did.

      In a few long, hurried strides, they disappeared into the wood, becoming one with the night, the bellows of drunken men nothing more than a distant memory.
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      Lor awoke to the gentle pitter-patter of rain hitting stone. A general stiffness permeated her body, and with a few slight movements she found the pain concentrated in her shoulder and hip. While her head was supported by a bundle of oddly masculine-scented furs—individual strands tickled the insides of her nose when she inhaled deeply—she realized without even opening her eyes that the rest of her was laying on nothing but rock. Light flashed on the other side of her eyelids, followed a few moments later by the distant rumble of thunder.

      A thunderstorm had rolled in—yet she was dry?

      Groaning, she pressed a hand to her forehead, and while there was a slight pressure pushing against the inside of her skull, Lor felt, overall, well rested. When was the last time her body had felt rested? As she lay there, trying to put the pieces of her current situation together, she realized she couldn’t remember a time since her days at Apollo’s temple where she had woken up without fear tying her stomach into knots.

      Something wasn’t right. The rope around her neck was gone, and she didn’t hear the familiar rustling she had grown accustomed to at camp. At the sound of a fire crackling and spitting suddenly, she risked opening one eye. Sure enough, someone had placed her before a small fire pit, in what appeared to be a cave. She groaned again and chanced sitting up. Besides the lingering pain in her shoulder and hip, nothing else hurt.

      She studied her surroundings in a cautious, contemplative quiet. The cave spanned back a few paces, growing narrower and lower. If she stood now, she would have to duck her head only slightly. Ahead, beyond the fire, a circular opening revealed nothing but unrelenting rain, the droplets pummeling the earth like one big sheet of wet. A bolt of lightning streaked across the sky, briefly illuminating an unfamiliar forested area beyond. In a blink, mute greyness returned, and a cool rush of wind angered the fire and sent a chill skittering across her skin.

      The fur pelts under her head had been exquisitely soft, folded over on themselves for extra cushioning. Lor ran a hand across them, a little smile tugging at her mouth, until her mind finally sorted through the haze. Realization hit hard, knocking the wind out of her, and she wrenched her hands away from the fur.

      That black wolf with its unnatural eyes, emerging from the forest and descending upon her like a servant of the gods.

      Lor had stopped believing in them, all of them, when she was bought and sold and raped and sold again. At first, it had been easier to pretend they didn’t exist than acknowledge that she herself had become an undesirable creature in their eyes—a virgin priestess, ruined. As time passed, and the horrors never relented, pretending had turned to believing, for how could the gods she had loved so faithfully all her life abandon her? It had all caused her a great deal of inner turmoil, and given her unsettling feelings now, it still did.

      That wolf, larger than any she had ever seen, had turned into a man right before her eyes. Who else but the gods could possess such a being? The man from the shadows of the forest. A wolf, yet not.

      Lor didn’t remember fear as he had towered over her.

      Now, however, fear wrapped its cruel fist around her heart and squeezed.

      The wolf must have taken her, and while the realization that she was free from Cassius struck her with startling clarity, Lor knew she could have easily traded one vicious captor for another—again.

      And this one could transform into a beast. A wolf. Perhaps a servant of the war god Mars, ordered to hunt her down for abandoning her faith in the face of crippling despair.

      Panicked, she staggered to her feet, and pressed a hand to her forehead when the cave started to spin. For the time being, she was alone, but there was no telling when the wolf would return to his lair—perhaps to devour her whole. Lor’s heart leapt into her throat at the thought, and when a quick, clumsy search of her surroundings didn’t yield a weapon she could wield effectively, she figured she’d take her chances in the elements. The storm would hide her fleeing figure, and the rain would wash away her scent. Taking a few shaky breaths, she willed herself to be strong and raced for the cave’s mouth.

      A gust of cold air battered her sore body, and she gasped the moment she stepped outside, immediately drenched from head to toe. Icy water soaked her clothes—but hardly made a dent in her hair. Squinting, she raised a hand to shield her eyes, studying the bleak, sparsely wooded landscape as her teeth started to chatter. The forest was thin at the foot of the hill the cave burrowed into, but it thickened deeper into the green valley. If she could, she’d lose herself in there, wait out the storm, then search for food in the morning.

      She screamed when a hand clamped around her forearm, seemingly out of nowhere. Lightning cut across the sky just as she whirled around, illuminating the handsome features of the wolf in his human form.

      “Ah, I see you’re awake. Just in time for—”

      Lor didn’t think—she reacted, lashing out with her fist. It slammed into the thick column of his throat, his eyes widening in surprise. In an instant he released her, and Lor took off down the hillside, slipping and sliding in the mud, narrowly avoiding the rocks as she lifted her dress to her thighs to allow her legs better movement.

      Her body hummed with the need to survive, but all that coursing energy made her ungainly, uncoordinated. At the base of the hill, she cried out when her heel slipped across a deep, muddy puddle, knocking her on her backside. Grimacing, she rolled onto her knees, and shot off with a burst of speed at the sight of her kidnapper’s looming figure staggering down the hill after her, a hand clutching at his throat. She ran for the forest, pushing leafy, thorny branches out of her face with one hand as the other held her soaked skirt. Rocks and twigs and roots bit into her bare feet with each frenzied step, but at least the relentless rain eased somewhat in the confines of the trees.

      Unfortunately, the wood was not her friend today. The clutching branches and thick undergrowth made running nearly impossible. Her feet protested each hurried, jerky step, stinging with pain as though torn open; Lor wouldn’t have been surprised to find a trail of blood in her wake, leading the wolf right to her.

      What she hadn’t expected was that he would materialize out of nowhere directly in front of her. Another scream clawed its way up her throat when a large, towering, decidedly human figure darted around a thick tree trunk, body within arm’s reach of hers. Lor scrambled backward, but once again the forest refused to cooperate. With her dress snagged on underbrush, she stumbled and fell, though the man caught her before she hit the ground. Strong hands dragged her against his firm body, and before she could stop him, he threw her over his shoulder like a savage.

      Unwilling to surrender—not again, never again—Lor fought with whatever she had at her disposal. Her knees slammed against his chest and her fists pummeled his firm back as the wolf-man carried her through the forest. Aside from a few subdued grunts, he appeared nonplussed by her attack—until she bit him. Lor grabbed his arm and clamped down on what felt like a muscular bicep, teeth sinking into the fabric of his cotton shirt.

      Cursing, he threw her to the ground. Pain radiated up her body, but she ignored it as she tried to crawl away and lose him in the trees again. However, before she had managed more than two steps, he’d grabbed her, flipped her onto her back, and pinned her down with his body. She squirmed, lips pressed together tightly as she wriggled about in his grasp. Heat burned under her skin as he situated himself between her thighs, the bulk of his weight settling on her core. Her legs flailed out, but beyond kicking him with her heels, she couldn’t reach him.

      “Listen to me,” he growled, snatching both her wrists and trapping them on either side of her head. Lor bucked and arched against him, her heart pounding so wildly she could hear it in her ears.

      “Get your hands off me—”

      “Lor,” he snarled, the ferocity of his tone, the sound of her name on his lips, stilling her. His eyes had changed from that brilliant, earthy moss green to the fiery burnt orange of a wolf, and Lor bit back a cry, shrinking away from him. His dark brows furrowed before he turned away, jaw clenched and eyes closed, and shook his head slightly. When he gazed down at her again, the green had returned, though even in his human form, that voice harbored the gruff edge of the beast within. “You are an escaped slave.”

      “Kidnapped,” she corrected, unable to stop her teeth from chattering as the bitter chill of the storm seeped into her bones. “You stole me.”

      “Freed you,” he fired back, his words turned dark and husky. “I am not here to harm you, but you must understand your circumstances. To your master, you are an escaped slave. He will be looking for you. He may very well have hired a bounty hunter to bring you back. You are only safe if you are with me. Do you understand?”

      Her vision blurred, be it from the constant drizzle or the tears threatening to fall. Lor blinked hard, but refused to cower beneath him. She had done that enough in this lifetime.

      Sighing, the man rolled off her, then swept his hair from his face. Her wrists still hummed as though he continued to grip them. Hesitantly, Lor sat up on her elbows, mind racing, searching for the next best escape route. If he thought he could utter a few kind words and she would submit, the handsome fool was sorely mistaken. She watched in silence as he stood, his wet clothing clinging ever so nicely to a sculpted body beneath. While he may have been pleasing to the eye, Lor had met many beautiful monsters before.

      When he offered her his hand, she accepted it. His touch burned hotter than any she had ever felt, and she pulled away hastily once upright. Alone in the forest, rain pelting the leafy canopy above, they studied one another in a measured silence. Thunder rumbled softly now, as though the storm were moving on.

      “You know,” he started, his tone gentler, “you surprised me earlier. I hadn’t expected you to be so—”

      In no mood to listen to him prattle on, Lor bolted in the opposite direction. His pursuit echoed behind her, the crackling of branches and snapping of twigs only heightening her panic.

      She made it a few good strides before he caught her again, this time with an arm around her waist. Lor lashed out, screamed in his face, attacked him with fist and foot—but it did her no good. Once more he threw her over his shoulder, handling her like she weighed nothing at all, and this time he marched her straight back to the cave, not stopping no matter how hard she bit him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When would this fucking rain end?

      Adrian blinked up at the dense, somber storm clouds hanging overhead, his wolf eyes taking them in with hint of uncertainty. While the rain still covered their scent and their tracks, he had plans to leave with Lor tomorrow morning at first light. She was just a human; the journey ahead would be tiring enough for her, but to do so in the rain? No matter how plucky a fighter she had proved herself to be, her body’s limitations would work against her.

      Huffing, he scooped up the two rabbits he’d just caught—fortune smiled upon him, for he’d found them weathering the storm in their burrow—and trudged up the rocky, muddy hill to the cave he’d called home for nearly a month, gathering supplies for the journey home and awaiting the arrival of Cassius’s company at the trading post. Just as he’d left her, Lor remained tied up, her hands and feet bound together behind her back and then tied again, just for good measure, as one might bind a hog. All she had managed in his absence was to roll over, now facing away from the cave entrance. Their supplies remained where he’d hidden them, and he didn’t detect the scent of anything or anyone unfamiliar.

      Good. He had chosen this cave because it was out of the way, easily defendable, and far from the beaten path. While other wild wolves roamed the lush green forests of his homeland just beyond the borders of the Roman empire, none dared interfere with shapeshifters. Adrian was a higher order of being—and the wolves knew it.

      That, and he’d tear them to shreds if they so much as sniffed at Lor, and perhaps the beasts sensed that too.

      Shifting back to his human form, he tossed the rabbits carcasses toward the fire pit, then stepped back out in the rain to cool off. Hunting was careful, precise work, and he hadn’t shed all of his winter coat just yet. Changing from beast to man, the heat of the hunt clung to his skin.

      Once sufficiently cool, he moved inside, dried off most of his body with his cloak, and then slipped into his pants. Bare-chested, he padded over to check on his fiery fated mate, crouching behind her to ensure her hands and feet were all right. Although his knots were good, he had made a conscious effort not to bind her so tightly that she would lose feeling in her limbs. Based on their colour, he had succeeded.

      “Does anything hurt?” he asked, a hand ghosting over her arms and legs, pleased that the dry, warm wool dress he’d had her change into—behind his back, so as to not upset her further after the incident in the forest—had quieted her shivering. She made no sound, no movement, and he stepped over her to squat by her head. She stared determinedly elsewhere; Adrian bit back a grin. “Lor? I’m sorry I had to tie you like this, but I’m afraid I don’t trust you to stay put.”

      While tears gathered at the edges of her eyes, none fell. The sight made his chest tight. Frowning, Adrian stood, dug one of his many knives out of the bag he’d kept hidden in the shadows, then cut the rope connecting her bound hands and feet. Slowly, he maneuvered her upright, stretching her legs out in front of her. He made quick work of her hands, freeing them momentarily, then retying them in front of her. He met her eye, and while rage blazed in those stormy blues, he hoped she understood his look. With her hands in front of her, she could certainly do a lot more than when they were behind her. That fact hadn’t escaped Adrian, nor would he forget it as he prepared their evening meal.

      When she gave the slightest of nods, he set to the task at hand. In silence, Adrian skinned, cleaned, and roasted both rabbits, rain hammering the cave’s stony exterior. Thunder continued to grumble, as it had throughout the day, though it had moved south—straight toward Cassius and his band of wandering simpletons, who had no doubt noticed by now that Lor was missing. Either they would hunt for her themselves, or Cassius would fritter away more gold and hire someone to find her for him. Either way, Adrian was prepared to fight for her.

      Another gentle bout of thunder. Perhaps the storm had been purposeful. Perhaps Lada had convened with the great thunder god Perun and encouraged him to shield her faithful wolf as he did her bidding in the human realm. Or, perhaps, the thunder god had caught and killed Veles again; it was said that when the god of the underworld was caught and punished for his misdeeds, the rain represented all he’d stolen from humanity. It happened so often, the battle between Perun and Veles, that few in the pantheon batted an eye anymore—least of all their servants. And Adrian was just that. A servant to the most beautiful love goddess and, by extension, the rest of her house. If Perun had steered the storm to cover Adrian’s trail, then he would need to sacrifice something in the god’s honor—and soon.

      When the first rabbit had cooled enough, Adrian dug out the lone plate from his belongings. He then divvied up the gamey meat into two equal portions, leaving the other rabbit to continue cooking, and settled next to Lor. She looked away immediately, lips pursed, then glared at him when he set the plate on her lap.

      “Eat,” he ordered, swiping a piece of meat and nodding to the outside world. “We’ve a long way to go before we reach our destination, and you’ll need to keep up your strength. You won’t starve under my watch.”

      Unless she was too stubborn to take what he gave her, of course.

      For the first little while, it seemed she might be. However, when Adrian returned to the fire to check on the other rabbit, he noticed her clutching a bit of meat with her bound hands, then popping it in her mouth so quickly that he’d have missed it entirely had he so much as blinked. Adrian pretended not to notice, hiding his smile, and worked on seasoning the rest of their meal with his limited salts and herbs. Half they’d eat tonight, then the rest to break their fast at dawn. From there, Adrian would hunt and take from his supply of crusty breads and root vegetables. Soon enough, they’d reach more trading posts and villages, but they would remain outside the Roman empire—and far from the reach of Lor’s former master. Adrian’s gaze darkened at the thought of Cassius following him into his own territory.

      Let the man try. He would find, at last, an opponent not so easily swayed by his temper or his coin.

      After portioning out the remaining meat, he returned to Lor’s side and found that she had eaten all the rabbit he’d left for her. Pleased, he added more to the plate, then sat down beside her. Again she refused to eat in front of him, and Adrian let out a long, annoyed sigh before grabbing what he wanted and facing away from her. A few moments of silence passed, followed quickly by the sounds of her eating. Adrian rolled his eyes. She had fire, certainly. The will to survive, to not be subjugated. As a former Roman slave, and a degraded one at that, she could have been meek as a field mouse.

      But if that were so, Lada wouldn’t have paired them together. He had been doubting his mistress’s choice for him from the moment he saw her tied to that goat pen—until Lor had sank her teeth into his arm. Adrian’s fated mate would have the heart of a warrior, and ever since he felt the surprising sting of her bite, he suspected she might just have a warrior’s heart after all. She was a fighter—he couldn’t deny it.

      Once he had finished his meal, Adrian busied himself with checking her bandaged feet. The silly thing had ripped the bottoms open when she ran from him earlier, and while he had comfortable boots for walking tomorrow, ones he hoped would fit her, Adrian knew she would be in pain no matter what. All that mattered now was that the wounds healed properly.

      Although she flinched back somewhat when he touched her, Lor merely stared down at him, stock-still and scowling, as he examined his earlier handiwork. The wounds were clean and already closing. The skin appeared pinkish and raw. It would pain her to walk, but she was in no danger of losing either foot. Just to be sure, however, Adrian changed the dressings, swapping out the bloodied old ones for clean cotton linen. She winced whenever he applied too much pressure, but otherwise remained silent.

      “We’ll leave at first light,” he told her when he sat back on his heels. “Get some sleep, as we walk until dark.”

      She turned her head away, staring out into the rain, her gaze distant.

      “We needn’t be enemies,” he insisted, but still she ignored him. His inner wolf pouted, the instinct to touch his mate so powerful it made Adrian’s hands shake. He tightened them to fists. “My name is Adrian, and I’m not going to hurt you.”

      When she glanced at him, brow knitted in confusion, he shrugged. “I know your name. It’s only fair you know mine.” He hesitated, unsure of how long he would have her undivided attention, and added, “My mistress ordered me to rescue you from that brute… I give you my word that I’ll not lay a hand on you, nor will anyone else while you’re in my care.”

      He waited, wishing, hoping, for some kind of response from her. Anything at all—something to tell him that she understood, that she knew she was safe. When she remained steadfast in her silence, Adrian swallowed his ire and moved to the edge of the cave instead. Seated, he watched the rain, always keeping a wary eye out for danger in the forest below.

      Perhaps he needed to temper his expectations. After all, Lor had been the property of many men—according to Lada. While born a free woman, she had been illegally enslaved about two years ago. Her trust in men, perhaps in people, would be tenuous at best.

      Even if Adrian knew they were fated, he couldn’t imagine a human feeling the same stirrings—not as intensely, anyway. So, he vowed to give her time, to be patient—both with her and with himself. He still wasn’t thrilled that his goddess had chosen gloomy, sullen human for him. But they had months of travel ahead; it would be around the final harvest of the year when they arrived at their destination—his home—and it was only late spring yet. Plenty of time to learn about one another. Plenty of opportunities for Adrian to understand why she was his fated mate, why their souls were destined to intertwine in this life and the next, on and on, into eternity.

      Unless she remained this willful and stubborn. Then there would be plenty of time for uncomfortable silences and withering looks instead.

      Adrian could hardly contain his excitement.
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      Where were all the laurels?

      Apollo stood in the middle of the forest, the very same that bordered the small and somewhat insignificant village of Neuta. Located in the northwestern region of the empire’s primary peninsula, Apollo’s temple had been here for roughly forty years—but there had been a family to worship him long before that. Fathers passed down the traditions and ancient rites to sons, on and on with each generation. In the most recent years, a father and daughter had minded the temple. Apollo had only visited twice: once when the girl was but a sapling, and then again when she was on the edge of womanhood.

      While he had always appreciated—perhaps not as much as he should have—the family’s sacrifices and rituals performed in his honor, he had mostly visited to watch the daughter. Like her mother, she was beautiful. With a blend of her father’s olive complexion and her mother’s creamy white skin, she grew to be tall and shapely. In the right light, red rippled through her dark brown hair, and her eyes, like the frightening depths of the north seas, had always captured the god’s attention. So enraptured was he that on the second visit he had secretly blessed her with ideal health; while Apollo lived, no disease, sickness, or infection would befall her.

      He had delighted at the thought of a stunning priestess working in his name, and eventually marrying when age allowed; if he wished for the worship to carry on, she either needed a child or an apprentice, and he had never seen this family take an apprentice. Her children would be just as breathtaking, so long as she chose a suitable mate.

      In fact, Apollo had considered siring one or two of those children himself.

      But something was wrong.

      He couldn’t feel her presence anymore. Not in the woods, where she used to hang festive laurel wreaths for him to find. Not even in the village, whose people traded in grain, vegetables, and some very passable wine. Frowning, the god placed a hand on a nearby tree, closing his eyes and willing the ancient being to bestow upon him the knowledge of all that had occurred in his absence.

      For, as much as it pained him to admit, Apollo had been absent. He had realized that Athena’s accusations had merit as he walked the peninsula among the people, finding fewer shrines and temples than a century earlier. Religious conflict reigned throughout the empire, as it always had, but this was different. The very air was different, and while he wasn’t weaker by any means, the fact that some of his shrines lay abandoned, overtaken by plant growth and rust, pierced his heart just as violently as any blade laced in magic might.

      Athena was, as usual, on the path to something groundbreaking. Apollo had been wrong to sigh and roll his eyes at her, to discount her predictions of a future where the One’s followers overtook their own. It wasn’t happening now. Worshippers of Apollo had made themselves known throughout his travels, but not as ardently as he would have liked. His once-grand temple in Pompeii remained under mounds of ash and dust from the volcanic eruption centuries ago. Why had no one dug it up? Why did followers not flock to the site?

      Instead, the modern people had forgotten Pompeii and Apollo’s fine temple there. They seemed to be forgetting much these days, and he had hoped that a visit to his beautiful priestess in Neuta would invigorate his spirits before he branched out to the rest of the empire. For in order to gain perspective, great Apollo knew he must walk every path within his father’s kingdom. The wealthy. The poverty-stricken. The men in between. He needed to examine every echelon of Roman society—for that was his duty, the duty of all those in his house. As of late, he knew sweet Hestia, Vesta to the Romans, participated heavily in human life. His father could never be forgotten, and Hera had remained highly influential with all the Roman wives and mothers.

      But the rest of them? The children of Zeus had grown too comfortable in their grand villas, and Apollo had witnessed the consequences of such complacency firsthand. And there was still so much of the empire to walk.

      When the tree had nothing to give but vague images of shadow and flame, Apollo strode forth from the forest, not stopping until he reached the temple the girl’s father had built in his youth. While all seemed well, he didn’t see her. In fact, Apollo hardly saw himself in the temple either. No laurel leaves. No flocks of kept ravens. No lyre music or archery ranges.

      Rather, the temple looked more like a common farm, and all traces of him were wiped clean. Eyes narrowed, Apollo marched for the stone structure that had once been his temple, stopping abruptly when a man came toddling out, chewing on a twig. They stared at one another for a long moment, human and god, mortal and divine, until Apollo closed the distance between them in the time it took the man to blink.

      The human leapt back, eyes wide, but Apollo seized him by the neck and dragged him close. Then, just as he had with the tree, he probed deep into the darkness of the man’s thoughts, his memories, his dreams, his nightmares.

      And, in the banal recesses of the creature’s mind, Apollo saw all. He saw the destruction of his temple and the desecration of the monument inside. He saw this man and a band of others reaping foul tidings upon what was once a sacred place—and he saw this man having his way with his priestess. Apollo’s sacred property.

      In the wretch’s memory, Apollo watched the men move on, leaving this one behind to mind the vast plot of land they had stolen from her family. In the two long years that had passed, the village had traded goods with him, welcomed him into their homes, urged him to participate in their festivals. They had embraced him. And none mourned the disappearance of Apollo’s beautiful priestess.

      Infuriated, he slammed the man’s skull against the side of the temple, then tossed him aside as one might discard any other bit of useless rubbish. The human lay there, bleeding and moaning, the side of his head caved in, as Apollo stepped over him and entered the structure. Sure enough, his statue was gone, with nothing but a pair of bronzed feet stuck to the floor as a reminder of what had once been. The sacred flame in the hearth was extinguished, the wood warm lifeless.

      After all he had done for this little, inconsequential village…  As god of herds and crops, he had blessed them with bountiful harvests. As master of medicine and lord of healing, he had bestowed upon them good health and long lives. All because one family had worshipped him so profoundly for generations.

      Now that they were gone, it was as though they had never existed at all.

      Apollo had loved his worshippers. He had adored them. The god of light, music, and prophecy. A god who blessed men with the divine knowledge of the law and bound floundering communities into civil order. He had given so much over the span of his long lifetime, and yet because he had been less attentive these last few centuries, suddenly they all forgot?

      Well. No longer. They would remember Apollo. They would remember he was a kind, gracious, loving god—until he was scorned. And then, like Cassandra and Daphne and Coronis, they would see how cruel Apollo Phoebus could be.

      And they would remember that he was also the god of plague.

      Throwing off his traveling cloak, he stalked into Neuta proper, and there he trailed his hand along the stone aqueducts, so that any water they carried would turn foul and stale. He poisoned the village well, as humans stood by, mystified and frightened of the strange being in their midst. Apollo freed the cattle and slaughtered the shepherds. Hands dug deep into the earth, he soured the soil so that the crops would be vile and seedless. All this he did to punish those who had abandoned him, who had allowed his temple to fall into the hands of a nonbeliever, who had done nothing as strangers defiled Apollo’s image and stole his priestess.

      When all was done, he stood on the hilltops, listening to the cries of the people, his heart racing and his hands trembling. Only when they realized who had damned them, and why, they would resume the old rites. They would fall in line. They would remember Apollo’s cruelty—and his vast capacity for mercy when rightly appeased.

      But that was a task they would see to in their own time. With no priestess to guide them, no temple to house them, they would stumble about in the darkness until someone had the courage to return to Apollo’s light. And when they did, he would be waiting. He would lift the plague. He’d call the cattle home. He’d let the earth bear crop. Until then, they would suffer for their crimes.

      While he waited for the people of Neuta to come to their senses, Apollo would find his devout priestess and return her to her rightful place at his feet. She would guide them back, and with her beauty, her grace, and her years of sacred knowledge, she would remind all the empire’s peoples that the might of Zeus’s house was not to be trifled with.

      Or her fate would be no different than that of the villagers. Apollo would see to that. The time for complacency was over, and all the empire would know that once more the gods walked among them. To punish, to reward, and to reign.
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      Lor stared at the dagger sitting in her lap, her hands free for the first time in sixteen days. Swallowing hard, she slowly lifted her gaze to the last place she had seen Adrian before he disappeared into the forest. Apparently, the men he planned to buy supplies from that afternoon were Roman, and he wasn’t willing to risk them sending word back to Cassius that Lor had been spotted.

      Sixteen days with a man who could change into a wolf.

      Sixteen days of trudging through forests and mountain ranges, across streams and around settlements. When Lor had proven, time and time again, that if left to her own devices she would make a run for freedom, Adrian had told her he had no choice but to keep her bound. Their destination, somewhere far from the empire’s borders, deep in the wilderness, would bring her immeasurable happiness. That was what he had told her, over and over again, that he wouldn’t hurt her, that he could be trusted.

      Her hand tightened around the blade’s handle. Long ago, she had decided she would never give her trust to anyone ever again. After all she had been through, after all she had seen, Lor wasn’t sure she had any trust to give. Yet here was this man, this shapeshifter, who kept her clothed, fed, and safe in the wilds of Gothic territory. This man who spoke to her—not at her. This man who hadn’t once forced himself on her, or threatened to, or leered or snickered or called her names…

      This man who bound her with ropes each morning and led her through the wilderness, off to see this mistress he spoke so highly, but always vaguely, never with details, and he wanted her to trust him?

      The dagger was heavier than she expected. Lor held it out before her, arm shaking, and then scanned the sparsely treed landscape for anything out of the ordinary. Adrian had told her that wolves prowled the area, but his scent, as he had put it, should be enough to keep them at bay. He said she was riddled with it, his scent, and that members of his own kind would also recognize it and leave her be.

      Her frown deepened. This strange man whom she seldom responded to—he had left her with a weapon. He had removed her restraints and instructed her to defend herself if necessary. He had insisted he would return soon.

      Deep down, Lor wanted to trust him and his kind words. After two years in bondage, she yearned to experience it again, an unwavering connection with another person. She desperately wanted to trust, to love, to relish a friendship as she once had. To know that she was safe in another’s care, that she could truly sleep without fearing what might happen in the darkness—Lor needed that more than anything.

      He had been true to his word thus far; he hadn’t hurt her. While he tied her hands in the morning and her feet at night, he did so loosely, his lovely green eyes pleading with her to stop running so he wouldn’t have to bind her at all.

      Slowly, carefully, Lor stood and stepped around the fire pit he had dug and built up this morning. Was this a test? Gripping the dagger tight, she strode away from their latest campsite, leaving his personal effects unguarded. “Adrian?”

      She never used his name. He had kidnapped her, after all. Held her now against her will. Took care of her, yes, but as a master cares for a beloved dog, surely. She bit her lip, uncertainty taking hold. After all that time with Cassius and the others, she wondered if she could even tell the difference between a man and a monster. Adrian didn’t strike her as a monster. He had left her with a weapon to defend herself.

      He had cut her ropes.

      Lor marched farther from the site, yet something in her gut told her to stop and reconsider. Sometimes, when she let her guard down, she found she almost enjoyed Adrian. Handsome, competent, quiet, different from all the awful men she had come to know. His gaze did strange and wonderful things to her heart whenever it managed to catch hers, stirring feelings she couldn’t understand. Feelings that frightened her. This intense desire arose within her, a need to shuffle closer to him, to graze her fingertips along his arm, to explore him as she had done with no other.

      But years in captivity had hardened her. Lor refused to let one man undo that, for she was a better woman now than she had been as a priestess. Back then, she had been so naïve, so ignorant to the world and all its demons.

      She looked from tree to tree, from moss-covered rock to unearthed root, searching for him. Expecting to meet those strange, ever changing eyes, sometimes reflecting the lush forest, other times, a setting sun. He could disappear into the very shadows of the night in his wolf form, yet those magnificent, startling orange eyes were his undoing.

      But Lor found neither staring back at her now. Just more serene forest, green and bountiful in the throes of early summer. A raven flittered by overhead before it shot up and broke through the canopy, disappearing with an unpleasant squawk. Sunlight filtered in through the unsettled leaves, and her grip loosened on the dagger’s handle as a warm, comforting breeze rushed over her. She closed her eyes for a moment, basking in the serenity.

      If she were to run, where would she go? She was in barbarian lands with nothing to trade but her person. Lor took another step forward, eyes opening slowly. Did she really want to run? Now was her chance—she could take it, snatch it up and call it luck. Run. Fight. Hide away in the foothills until she was old and withered, living off the land all by herself.

      She considered the dagger. Then, with a furrowed brow, she walked back to the campsite and crouched next to the fire. Low but crackling, the flames reminded her of Adrian, their color mirroring his wolf eyes perfectly. Setting the dagger aside, she grabbed some kindling from the pile and tossed it in, watching the blaze consume the dry twigs and roughage in silence.

      Lor didn’t want to run.

      For the first time in what felt like an eternity, she was content to stay put. This mysterious destination with Adrian’s mysterious mistress still frightened her. It could all be one grand trick, and Adrian was marching her closer and closer to her doom, day by day. Maybe he would sell her. Maybe he had collected her for someone far worse than Cassius.

      Yet as she sat back and watched the fire, her heart told her that wasn’t the case. Her path remained unclear, but today, Lor had been in charge of its direction. She had made a choice. It felt strange—to have free will again.

      Something crackled noisily from her left, and she snatched the dagger, eyes wide and searching as she hopped onto the balls of her feet. There stood Adrian, closer than she had expected, his hands raised—and full of new wares. Swallowing hard, she dropped back down and crossed her legs, the blade on her lap, rearranging her dress as though his sudden return hadn’t sent her heart racing.

      “You’re still here,” he rasped. She nodded, tending to the fire, unable to meet his surprised stare until she felt more in control of herself again.

      “I am.” They spoke Greek together, the language widely prevalent across the eastern Roman empire. Occasionally they delved into Latin, though Lor spoke it better than Adrian. Once, he had grumbled something to himself in Dacian, and the look on his face, the shock, when she had replied in the same dialect had made her bite back a giggle. Traveling as much as she had in recent years, Lor had acquired several new languages.

      “Good. That’s… I’m glad.” He set his purchases down, and Lor risked a quick peek as he stretched out his back and rolled his shoulders. It had been an adjustment to see a man in pants and a long-sleeved shirt, but she preferred that to his nudity, which she was privy to before and after he changed forms. His muscular body was much too distracting, for it too made her heart race.

      When he was through, Adrian grabbed a few bags and settled next to her at the fire. He pulled out some cured meats, vegetables, a new bag of grain. Her stomach growled at the sights and smells, but it was the appearance of new clothing—cotton dresses and shawls, footwear to shield her from the elements—that made her smile shyly.

      “You bought these for me?” She started to reach for the poppy-red shawl he held out for her appraisal, then hastily withdrew—more out of habit than anything. She also swallowed her smile. “I am grateful that you thought of me.”

      “I thought of something else as well,” he admitted, sounding almost giddy as he dug through the burlap sack. Moments later, he took her hand—Lor stiffened—and set something cool in it. When he let go, she yanked her arm back, palm up, and found…

      A comb. Sturdy. Big. She swept her thumb over it. The texture suggested it was made of bone. Lor couldn’t stop looking at it, at the intricate carvings at the base of the teeth. Someone had put such time and care into its design, this fine piece of expert craftsmanship.

      Her hair had been a problem long before Adrian plucked her from slavery. No one had seen fit to untangle it, and at this point, not even a dunking in a stream could free her of the knots. Her scalp itched and ached incessantly. Cassius and his men had watched it get worse and worse. They’d made jokes about it. Her former master had sometimes sunk his fingers into it and pulled, laughing as he dropped a clump of torn, knotted hair at her feet. Her hair signified her status. It told everyone she was nothing—not a person, but a piece of property, the lowliest slave, to be discarded, stepped on, and abused.

      And Adrian had bought her a comb.

      “I thought you could try to, uh, do something with it,” Adrian offered after a lengthy silence. “I remember you were upset when the water didn’t loosen the…”

      He trailed off when she looked up sharply, her lower lip quivering. Tears blurred her vision, and, for once, Lor didn’t fight them. She couldn’t. Not anymore. This gift meant more than he realized. This small kindness… A sob slipped free. Lor buried her face in her hands—and cried.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When Adrian had first seen that damn comb amongst the seller’s wares, he hadn’t thought twice about purchasing it for Lor. Sure, it had cost more than it should have, but her hair had been a problem from the moment he first saw her. Like a dog’s matted coat, he could only imagine how much it pained her. If it was salvageable at all, Adrian had hoped that this comb might be up to the task.

      He hadn’t intended for it to make her cry.

      Helpless, Adrian sat beside her, brow knitted and mouth hanging open ever so slightly, as Lor sobbed into her hands. She hadn’t shed so much as a single tear in all the time he had known her. She had been sullen, moody, irritable, frustrated, contemplative, exhausted… Adrian thought he had seen almost the entire spectrum of her emotions in the last sixteen days, but never anguish. Never had she broken down like this, and he hadn’t the faintest idea what to do to help her.

      Another man might have walked away. But the thought of leaving her side while she wept physically pained him. The fact that he wasn’t touching her, cradling her in his arms to soothe away the hurt, was like a knife in his heart that some merciless bastard continued to twist, twist, twist.

      “Lor, I…” His hands twitched toward her, but he didn’t want to send her running. His inner wolf whined, the sound ringing between Adrian’s ears with a potency that made him groan. The sight of his anguished mate—it was torture. She didn’t realize it, of course. How could she?

      Throwing caution to the wind, he shuffled closer and set a hand on her rounded back, tensing when she quieted.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you,” he insisted softly. He risked a faint movement: his thumb slowly stroked her back, as if that alone might provide comfort. Shifters ran hotter than most humans, and surely she could feel his touch beneath the cotton of the dress he had given her. “Lor?”

      “Y-you did not upset me,” she said, words muffled by her hands and garbled by her tears. If that were true, then why was she weeping? Why, seconds later, did her sobs renew?

      Adrian yearned to haul her into his lap and hold her, rocking back and forth until the tears ceased. Instead, he gently pried the tearstained comb from her clasped hands, then turned his attention to her hair. Perhaps she wept at the thought of relief from the pain. He clenched his teeth, surveying the bird’s nest of hair hanging off the back of her head. He had never combed anyone’s hair before save his own, and he seldom did that with anything but his fingers. But the thin, smooth teeth of the comb, expertly crafted by the seller’s wife, would surely work better than his fingers.

      Mouth set in a grim, determined line, Adrian stood and fetched the wood stump he had sat on to tend the fire. He set it behind Lor, whose wails had diminished to tormented whimpers in his absence, then sat, legs on either side of her trembling figure, and carefully partitioned her tatty hair as best he could. He started with the chunks that were less tangled, placing the comb at the root of her hair and trying to drag it through the knots.

      Of course, the teeth snared immediately, wrenching her head back in the process, and his inner wolf snarled the vilest snarl Adrian had ever heard.

      “My apologies,” he said hastily, removing the comb as deftly as he could. Lor remained quiet, sniffling, and Adrian decided that perhaps it was best to start at the ends of the hair and work his way inward.

      Carefully, he found the appropriate rhythm, and when his fated mate made no protests, he set to work. For hours, he gently plucked away at the knots. His hands cramped from using such a fine, delicate tool, and his back ached from hunching over her. But Adrian worked. He worked long after her tears had dried and the sun had set. At one point, he handed Lor the comb so that he could breathe life back into their fire. When the flames quested skyward with renewed vigor, he returned to his seat behind her, ass numb, and accepted the comb when she gave it back.

      There were times when he knew he had hurt her. Sometimes clumps of hair ripped free when he finally bested a particularly difficult knot. Eventually, Lor started holding her hand out to collect the tufts of torn hair, not once complaining or scolding him.

      In fact, beyond her slight wince here and there, her face remained neutral throughout the whole ordeal. He stole quick glances of it when he worked on the sides of her head, not wanting to stare, but curious about the expression he might find. Empty. Passive. Drained, perhaps, the skin around her eyes swollen and her cheeks red. Adrian worked tirelessly and cautiously, seeing to every bit of her hair long after his stomach had started to growl and his body burned from the tediousness of the task. He worked until he was sure she would be comfortable again, until the tightness eased around her scalp—until every last knot was vanquished.

      When he believed he had finally finished, Adrian set the comb down on the log and crouched beside Lor. Sure enough, her coarse brown hair rolled down her back, glimpses of red catching in the firelight. Her mane puffed out around her face, stray hairs sticking out at various angles. After a soak in the nearby stream, perhaps with the soap he’d also purchased but hadn’t yet shown her, it would be good as new.

      She really was extraordinarily beautiful. Adrian fought the urge to trail his nose along the gentle line of her throat and breathe her in, his instincts surging at their closeness. Even before he had conquered her hair, she had been beautiful. Now, he might be able to see her smile at last.

      Lor stared down at the tufts she had collected in her hand, her brow furrowed. Unable to help himself, Adrian swept the hair away from her face, gently tucking it behind her ear. When she didn’t recoil or glower as she once had, he chanced another caress, the backs of his knuckles whispering along her sharp jawline to her chin. He let his gaze wander freely, from the gentle slope of her nose to the lush fullness of her lips, then up to her eyes—dark blue like the raging waters he had seen off the northern coast of Germania as a boy. The sea had seemed so ferocious back then, so all-consuming, yet in an instant it could calm, the still waters belying its raw power.

      The comparison suited her.

      When those pools of deep blue darted up to his, Adrian took the biggest risk of all: he threaded his fingers through Lor’s hair. Slowly, he worked his hand through, pausing to gently breach the lingering tangles. His fingers glided through relatively unhindered, and he stopped to rub the ends of the shorter hairs around her face, Lor’s scent washing over him like a gentle rain.

      He could have closed his eyes and lost himself in the moment, but she had grown stiff and still once more. So, he pulled back, and Lor tossed the clumps of torn hair into the fire.

      As she watched the flames consume all, Adrian saw it again—a flicker of the northern seas, the raging strength and ferocity, right there in those beautiful blues.

      Each day, he learned why she was fated to be with him, why Lada hadn’t made a mistake. Tonight, it was the look in her eye, the determination, the stability, the power. Even fire wouldn’t withstand that gaze.

      Enough now. Leave her be. While Adrian could have watched the strength swelling behind those eyes forever, he needed to get something cooking. However, just as he began to rise, Lor grabbed at him, her hand locking around his wrist.

      It was the most she had ever touched him, her grip tighter than any snare Adrian had ever built. Slowly, as though mollifying a startled animal, he settled back by her side.

      As the forest came alive in the dead of night, together they watched the dancing flames, her hand firmly around his wrist—and his heart.
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      It was amazing what a small degree of comfort could do for a person. After Adrian had fixed her hair, almost overnight Lor had become a completely different woman. The following day, she had bathed in a small forest spring with his next gift—an oval-shaped hunk of tallow soap—and continued to grow.

      In the two months that followed, Adrian watched her blossom into another creature entirely. She smiled more. Her laughter was sweeter than the love of the gods, and she kept pace with him at last on their daily marches. Not once had she tried to run. She assisted with the cooking and cleaning of the small animals he caught. She carried her share of bags without complaint. She even proved her skills with a bow, never once turning it on him.

      Adrian had chanced bringing her to an open-air market at a mountainside settlement a few days ago. With a scarf wrapped around her hair, she had been able to interact with merchants from across the territory, blending as seamlessly with the other marketgoers as Adrian did—like she had been there her whole life.

      They hadn’t ever discussed that night, with all those tears and agonized feelings, but Adrian was grateful it had happened. As if shedding the last shackles of her forced servitude, Lor emerged as a butterfly does in the springtime. Beautiful. Charismatic. Intelligent. Beguiling. Adrian felt privileged to walk alongside her, this human destined to be his true mate, and lately he couldn’t imagine his days without her.

      He had come to realize she completed him. His other half. A perfect pair. Lor’s warmth tempered Adrian’s chill. Her light eased his shadow, coaxed him out of the darkness where he had spent his whole life. For Adrian was a servant of the love goddess Lada. He tended her temples and her woodland sites of worship, as he did with all the gods of her pantheon. Never at the forefront of the crowd, always acting in secret. No one ever noticed him because that was the way he operated—and he’d thought that was how he was destined to live his life. In shadow. Away from the rest of society, both civilized and not.

      Yet Lor plucked him from the depths of that darkness. Her light shone on him each and every day, whether she realized it or not. With her, he could almost imagine integrating into everyday society. Living alongside people again, rather than above them, his sacred duty no longer a barrier between him and the common man.

      It was something to consider, certainly, but only after he had delivered his mate to the love goddess personally. Lada was a sweet creature, genteel and soft. He couldn’t imagine her harming Lor, and Adrian had settled on the idea that his mistress had sent him to collect her so that she could officially bless their union.

      Only time would tell.

      Today, after breaking their fast with bread and fruits from the market, they set off through the wilds of Adrian’s homeland as they always did. Side by side, they walked at a brisk but comfortable pace. Sunlight beat down through the scattered trees, their leaves rustling in the breeze. Above, a vibrant blue sky reigned as far as the eye could see, not a cloud in sight. Summer was well and truly underway, coaxing out the fireflies by night and the forest sprites by day. Lor had spotted one recently, but she’d just laughed when he told her what the willowy creature was, her eyes suggesting she didn’t believe him.

      “Adrian?” Her voice, so much warmer now than when they first met, broke the companionable silence. When he glanced at her, wearing his usual lovestruck grin, the one that seemed permanently fixed to his lips in her presence, she made no effort to hide her wandering gaze. It quested up and down his body before returning to his face. “Does it hurt?”

      Being with you? No, it feels rather perfect. “Does what hurt?”

      “When you…you…” She floundered about for a moment, as if searching for the right words, then cleared her throat and looked away. “When you change… Does it hurt?”

      Ah, yes. He had wondered when she would bring that up. Thus far, Lor had said absolutely nothing about his wolf side. For a time, Adrian wondered if she was too frightened to ask, then, after they became more comfortable around one another, he thought she might be too shy to question it. The third option, that she had some experience with shifters before, also floated around his mind from time to time, but she would have known more about his kind if that had been the case. No, he figured her comfort with his wolf side was because they were fated—and she very likely couldn’t understand why she didn’t fear him as she should.

      “When I first shifted, it hurt,” he mused, thinking back to the days when he was but a boy. The first shift was always the hardest, or so he had been told. Adrian had grown up with no pack—only Lada and the gods of her house. “Your bones contort. You grow fur. Your face… It all changes. So, yes, it hurt once, long ago. Now, it comes as naturally as breathing.”

      He seldom had to think on it; one moment he was a man, the next a wolf. Two sides of a single coin, both equal in worth.

      “Oh.” She appeared perplexed, as if not entirely satisfied with his answer. “When you’re a man, are you the same as ordinary humans?”

      “Not entirely.” Thank goodness for that. Humans truly had the dull end of things in a world of supernatural beings. “My senses are more attuned to the natural world. My skin is stronger, my bones harder. I heal quickly, unless…”

      Unless wounded by a god. Or magic. Or something quite extreme, like a decapitation or disemboweling. He couldn’t imagine surviving either, and Adrian preferred not to share any theories on his weaknesses, even with his mate.

      “Unless?”

      “Unless the creature doing the harming isn’t human… or they’ve got a really big knife,” he offered with a chuckle, knowing that would suffice for now. He spoke of it as though in jest, so as not to upset her. Beside him, Lor readjusted the bags hanging off her shoulders, eyes bright with curiosity.

      “And your parents?” she asked. “Were they…like you?”

      “Unlikely. I don’t remember them at all, actually.” Lada had never shared the fate of his parents after they abandoned him as a pup, but the way her lovely features darkened whenever Adrian had mentioned them in his youth had told him more than enough. As far as he was concerned, the goddess was both mother and father. She had raised him to be a cunning warrior, capable of using his mind, body, and gift in equal measure. Along with the occasional assistance from other members of her pantheon, Lada had been an exceptional parental figure, and Adrian couldn’t stand the sadness in Lor’s eyes as she studied him. “It isn’t all bad. I was raised by Lada, sweet goddess of love and fertility. I couldn’t have asked for a better caregiver.”

      In an instant, something snuffed that bright, open wonder in her eyes, and Lor stumbled over nothing. Adrian caught her all the same, steadying her, and frowned when she wriggled out of his grasp.

      “Don’t tease me,” she said curtly, righting herself with a huff, her face pale.

      Adrian stopped walking, unsure of where she had dredged up such a wild idea. She knew a man who could physically alter himself in the blink of an eye, yet some mention of the gods came across as teasing?

      “I wasn’t,” he insisted, and she walked on a few paces ahead before realizing he wasn’t by her side. Lor faced him, features a strange mix of panic and anger. He had seen both on her lovely face before, and neither was a welcome sight. So, Adrian closed the distance between them, stopping close enough—but farther than he truly desired—and cocked his head to one side. “Lor, the gods are as real as you and I. Surely you know that.”

      When her face remained unchanged, though it did manage to turn a shade whiter, he forced a chuckle, hoping that might lighten the mood. “After all, were you not a priestess of Apollo once? Did he never visit your temple? A priestess as beautiful as you, I would have thought he might try to take you as his mistress.”

      After all, the god had a penchant for lusting after humans—and viciously punishing those who did not return his affections. Adrian had heard the stories—from beings who could verify them, too. Lada had given him some information on Lor before he was sent to acquire her, including her upbringing as the daughter of a priest of Apollo. She had taken over the role when her father died. It had seemed strange to Adrian, at the time, that the god hadn’t rescued one of his dedicated servants from the cruel hands of her new masters, but not every deity minded their flock as closely as Lada’s pantheon did.

      He had wanted to ask, but Adrian thought it unfair he knew so much about her, yet she knew so little about him. So, he had waited, biting back his curiosity, until she brought up the subject herself.

      “I stopped believing in him,” Lor admitted softly after a few moments of perturbed silence. She fidgeted with her dress, then dropped the bags she had been carrying to the ground. “I stopped believing in all of them. He let them take me. Torture me. Rape me. Enslave me… I…I stopped believing he even existed.”

      Adrian sighed, then slowly lowered the items on his back to the ground too. “Faith is always tested. Sometimes it doesn’t survive. I’ve always thought… Well, there are just so many of us mortals in all the lands. Surely they can’t have time for every single one of us.” When he spied a lone tear rolling down Lor’s cheek, he caught it and wiped it away with his thumb. She seemed to lean in to his touch, and he let his hand linger along her cheek, sliding low to cup her chin and steer her eyes to his. “Sometimes there are lessons we must learn without their interference, because they make us stronger in the end. And maybe the gods want to see us grow strong on our own merit.”

      She swallowed hard. “I never considered that. I should have. It’s been so difficult to…”

      “You needn’t explain your choices to me,” Adrian assured her, finally letting his arm drop back to his side—and mourning their broken physical connection. Shifters were such physical beings when it came to their mates. They wanted to touch, taste, smell, breathe them, but Adrian knew his patience would pay off in time. Lor needed patience. Slowness. Gentle touches and unspoken glances. Enough had been forced on her already. Adrian certainly didn’t want to be tied in with those monsters who had violated her. He offered a kind smile when her sorrowful gaze lifted to his face. “You have suffered, Lor. I’ve seen men break under the same conditions. Your lack of faith, your loss of faith, your anger… You needn’t explain it or justify it to anyone, least of all me.”

      While his words seemed to bring her some comfort, it wasn’t enough—not by Adrian’s standards. So, he left her for a moment to visit a patch of wildflowers at the base of a tree, plucking the prettiest purple ones with delicacy and care.

      When he returned to her, he found Lor gathering all she had let fall, and she stiffened when he moved in closer, watching with a frown as he threaded a flower behind each ear. In that moment, she could have easily been one of Lada’s handmaidens, an exquisite forest nymph for which only the best would suffice.

      Tentatively, Lor touched each of the flowers, then smiled sweetly, her cheeks a rosy pink. Adrian’s inner wolf uttered a long, low whine, but still he practiced patience. Care. Distance. He had called her beautiful just moments earlier and she hadn’t batted an eye.

      “If you were truly sent by a love goddess,” she started, and Adrian’s heart skipped a beat at that word. Love. True mates loved each other. They were neither wed by force nor obligation, but because they truly loved one another. All fated mates were destined to. One day.

      “Lada,” he offered. “She is divine and good. She will adore you.”

      There was that blush again. Lor fiddled with the flower behind her right ear, her smile losing some of its shine. “If that is so, then the gods are real. They are beings, not ideas…and I’ve abandoned the one I dedicated my life to serve.” She pressed her lips together as the lower one started to wobble, her eyes suddenly filling with tears. “And when he learns of this, Apollo will be furious with me. He—”

      She stifled a sob with her hand over her mouth, and Adrian swept in to comfort her. The sound of her cries, the sight of her tears—they brought out a tightness in his chest, a sharp stabbing pain that didn’t ease until she stopped.

      “Hush now,” he murmured as his hand settled on her arm, squeezing just enough to make her look at him. “We’re far from the empire. Jupiter’s house does not control the world… They have limits. You’re safe with me.”

      If Apollo hadn’t cared that his priestess was stolen and defiled, Adrian couldn’t imagine the god traipsing out of his vast territory to find her now, years later.

      It took some more murmured reassurance to quiet her fears, but when they finally did, the tears ceased and her tentative smile returned. More pleased with himself than he should have been, Adrian urged them to continue their walk. It would be only a few short weeks before winter when they finally arrived in Lada’s domain, and by extension Adrian’s home, and he wanted to get there before the season’s first snows.

      However, later in the day, after they had stopped by a waterfall for an afternoon meal in the sunshine, Lor broached the subject of his shifting abilities again. Adrian knew from the look in her eye that she wanted, perhaps needed, answers, and wouldn’t move until he gave them.

      “How do you do it?” she asked as he cleared away all signs of their meal. “Change.”

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly, his eyes catching on her hand as she trailed it through the pool at the base of the waterfall, fingertips gliding across the water’s surface. “It happens with a thought. I can’t explain it. How does a bannik predict the future? Why do the mavka cast no reflection? I cannot explain all things, so I’ve come to accept that it just is.”

      She nibbled her lower lip, as if considering his response. “That’s an easy answer.”

      “But an honest one,” he said with a chuckle. With all their things tidied, he stood before her, hands on his waist, and lifted an eyebrow. “Would you like to see me shift? You never watch.”

      Lor’s blush returned so abruptly that it made him laugh, and she pressed her hands over her cheeks, the color spreading to the rest of her face. Perhaps there were reasons beyond her fear of the unknown that kept her from watching him change forms.

      “I would like to see,” she said in a small voice, “but you mustn’t laugh at me.”

      Adrian grinned and stripped himself of his clothing, holding in his chuckles at the redness in her cheeks. Instead, he concentrated on handing his clothes over without mounting her. When he hovered between man and beast, ignoring his primal urges was always more difficult. He could only hope that his wolf self would behave, as he always did.

      Once Lor had folded all his personal effects and set them aside, she crossed her legs and waited, hands knitted together on her lap. Nodding, Adrian shot her one last grin before shifting. It happened in an instant, as it always did these days, but Lor appeared startled all the same. The sound of his bones crackling and changing must have been off-putting.

      His mate’s scent struck him with the force of booming thunder, his senses twice as strong as they were in his human form. He snorted, lowering his snout to the ground and trailing it across the dirt in order to mask her smell. When she giggled, perhaps thinking of him as a playful dog, Adrian indulged her by rubbing the full length of his muzzle along the ground, then flopping over onto his back and rolling about. He glanced back at her, tongue lolling out over his sharp teeth. He was double the size of any ordinary wolf, yet she studied him with such an open, vibrant curiosity that he felt smaller than a newborn pup.

      Hesitantly, she crawled the distance between them, stopping only when she reached his enormous head. Adrian rolled onto his belly, the suddenness of the movement startling enough for Lor to flinch back. He reached an enormous paw out to her, a whine rising in his throat, and she shuffled closer again with a small smile.

      Slowly, she ran her hands along his body. His fur was likely coarse and wild, yet she showed no outward signs of distaste as she appraised him. Instead, when she had reached the end of his tail, she crawled to his head and buried her hands in the thick fur around his shoulders.

      He closed his eyes, tongue out again as her slim fingers rubbed along his skin.

      Clearing her throat, she moved back so that she sat in front of him, legs crossed beneath her dress.

      “You said I was beautiful,” she whispered, smiling, “but surely you’ve never seen yourself. I have never looked upon a creature more beautiful than you, Adrian, just as you are. A part of me thinks you are my reward for all I’ve suffered…”

      A cross between a whine and a bark slipped out of his throat, the sound puppyish even to his ears, but Adrian couldn’t help himself. Her words had an odd effect on him, touching him in ways no one else ever had—not even Lada. Tail wagging, he squirmed across the ground between them and placed his head in her lap. It was too big for the whole thing to fit, but they made do, and soon enough Lor was massaging his ears, cooing about how soft they were.

      If Adrian hadn’t known any better, he might have thought, as Lor rubbed his ears and let him cuddle up against her, their scents intermingling, that he had died and gone to Vyraj. For where else but paradise could he have been so utterly at peace?

      What, for all that was good in this world, had he ever done to deserve such happiness—and what would he have to sacrifice to keep it?
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      Halfway back to the cave he and Lor had called home for nearly a week of torrential rains in the late summer season, Adrian felt it—the rope tightening around his back foot. He whipped around with a snarl, but only managed to noose himself tighter. One moment he was on all four paws, hackles up and teeth bared, and the next he was shooting into the air—captured by the simplest trap conceivable.

      How could he not have seen it? He had been so thrilled about his kill—a young stag, prime for skinning and eating while they waited out the rest of these awful storms. The weather had quieted for the night, but from the heaviness of the clouds overhead, the constant hammer of rain and thunder wouldn’t be gone for long. Adrian had taken advantage of the brief reprieve and gone hunting while Lor minded their campsite.

      As summer turned to fall, the first harvest solstice upon them, the weather had turned foul and cool. While Adrian could have managed to hike through the storms, Lor had insisted they sit it out somewhere warm and dry. They had been in that cave for a week—and apparently being so inundated with his mate’s smell had dulled his senses completely.

      Because there, coming in from all sides, was a band of human hunters. All men, armed to the teeth. Three carried torches, and he cursed himself for being so inside his own fucking head—for not realizing the danger they were in. At the tavern he and Lor had stopped in briefly before the rains started, he had heard whispers of a monster roaming the forest. A great black wolf larger than any man—more bear than wolf. All he’d done was smirk, for of course the wolf was him.

      He should have realized that the pride of every hunter present would send them into the forests at night, the will of the gods be damned, to track the creature down. To track him down. Wolves were protected by the orders of Lada’s pantheon. Great Odin to the north had two wolf companions, and the Norsemen were forbidden to hunt them too. But as the men closed in on him, swords and knives and torches at the ready, Adrian knew capture wasn’t the objective tonight.

      They had come to kill.

      Adrian snarled and snapped at the first who dared venture too close, his teeth missing the man’s bare arm by a hair. The human scrambled back, eyes wide and face white, as the others laughed. Thunder rumbled overhead, distantly, and Adrian felt the dull ache in his left hip sharpen as he hung there.

      If he tried to bite the rope, he risked exposing himself to the hunters. If he shifted, he risked them killing him on the spot, thinking Adrian a forest demon sent by Veles to torment them. There were too many hunters, circling in from all sides. He snapped his jaws and thrashed about, hoping his sheer weight might snap the rope. The hunters countered his aggression with thrusts of their weapons, and Adrian yelped when a sharp point sank into his side, right below his ribs.

      The metal burned, and he twisted back, catching the man who’d stuck him by the forearm. He tasted blood, and the human screamed, but a knife to his other side forced him to let go. Another yelp rolled of his tongue, this time prolonged, as the blade sliced through his innards.

      Fire slashed at his face, and Adrian recoiled, the heat searing his nose, flames dancing across his orange eyes. The hunters chanted now, encouraged one another to stab him, to kill him, to put an end to the terror.

      Blood dribbled out his panting mouth, his subdued bark like a cackle. What terror?

      Adrian hadn’t done anything.

      Not to these people, anyway. In the past, he had been known to enforce the will of the gods upon wayward followers. None knew him by name, but the legend of the great black wolf lived on in his homelands.

      Suddenly, the voices died down around him. The torch flames flickered. The winds picked up. The thunder continued to grumble as a light misting of cool, crisp rain descended upon the forest. As Adrian rotated around slowly, he realized what had silenced the hunters: his executioner. The largest of the group strode forth, an enormous axe in hand, and Adrian threw everything he had at the human. Teeth, snarls, swipes of his enormous paws. In his mind, he called out to Lada, to whoever would listen, and asked for help. He had no choice, no way out. If they didn’t stop stabbing, slicing, gouging, even his shifter body wouldn’t have time to heal…

      Tonight, Adrian would finally meet the bitter blackness of death.

      But then again, perhaps not.

      His ears perked at the subtle whistle of an arrow slicing through the air. Moments later, it embedded itself in the executioner’s neck. The hunters leapt back in surprise as the burly man sank to his knees, then fell forward, sputtering as blood pooled around him. Another arrow landed in the shoulder of the man beside him, and, with their attention finally elsewhere, Adrian struggled to free himself.

      Pain seeped across his body. His blood watered the earth below, and his head grew fuzzy. White spots danced before his keen eyes, and he blinked them hard, trying to focus as a third arrow sailed into the group of humans. It sank deep into a man’s thigh, his scream drowned out by the thunder overhead. Lightning illuminated the forest briefly, followed by another bout of crashing, crackling thunder, the rain growing heavier now.

      That was how they had bested him. The wind had been dead and the earth stank of rain—Adrian hadn’t detected their scents. Even now, he couldn’t smell his rescuer, but when he spied the distinctive tail feathers of the arrows, he tensed. Those fletchings—Lor had made them herself, her skills with a bow testament to her servitude under Apollo, the god of archery.

      Adrian growled, low and gargled, wishing she could understand him. She ought to run. She was outnumbered. Hide herself in the forest and never look back.

      But she didn’t. Instead, arrows assaulted the hunters from all sides. Over the falling rain, Adrian finally caught her faint footfalls; she used the shadows to her advantage, circling the group and attacking at random, giving the illusion of multiple bowmen.

      When the rain had extinguished the last of their torches, the humans fled, two of them dead and over half stuck with iron arrowheads. Adrian had bartered for them at the last trading post. Lor had watched from the distance, for Adrian had sworn he saw a man bearing Cassius’s appearance a month ago at another post. It was no longer safe to expose her to people who would sell her for a few coins. Still, even if she couldn’t enter the post herself, Lor had been insistent he acquire iron tips, her instructions very specific, so she could craft sturdier arrows than those of wood and bone he had on hand.

      Clever, wonderful girl.

      The white spots turned to a creeping darkness, slowly easing across his field of vision. His body went limp, strength depleted. How pathetic. Adrian was supposed to protect his mate, not fall victim to hunters and a rudimentary trap.

      He deserved to die.

      A figure bounded toward him, her voice distant, his name upon her lips. He blinked back at her slowly, the rain washing away her scent—and that pained him most of all. Before he descended to the underworld, or wherever he deserved to go in the afterlife, Adrian wished to bathe in Lor’s scent one last time.

      Wished to let her know… She was his fated. That he already loved her. That he had loved her from the moment he saw her, only that he had been too stubborn to admit it.

      He exhaled deeply, the world fading away as he succumbed to shadow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Adrian!” Panicked, Lor tore the arrow from the throat of the man she’d first hit, ignoring the spray of warm blood. She then used its sharp, slightly jagged tip to cut the rope holding a limp and lifeless Adrian above the ground, yelping when he plummeted down before she could catch him.

      As soon as he was free, he shifted back from wolf to man, the reappearance of his white skin bringing his many injuries to a startling light. She called his name again, tossing the arrow aside and blinking the rainwater out of her eyes as she crouched beside him. There were two large, gaping wounds on either side of his abdomen that concerned her the most of the many, and blood trickled out his mouth.

      He couldn’t die. Not now. Not after all this time… She cupped his face, a half-crazed laugh bubbling up her throat when his long, dark lashes fluttered. A groan followed.

      “Adrian, can you hear me?” she demanded, her throat tight as she assessed him for further injury beyond the dozen she could already see. “Oh, what have they done to you?”

      She needed to get him out of the rain. The storms had been positively wretched for days now, relentlessly pounding the forest. Tonight had been the first night of peace in what felt like years; both she and Adrian had been getting anxious, stuck inside that small cave. No matter how much she had come to adore the man, she needed to move, to be free within the wilds of his homeland. She had grown so accustomed to the vastness of the outdoors that living cramped inside a dark, damp cave, even with a fire roaring each night, had strained her temperament considerably.

      When Adrian had insisted he hunt during the break between storms, Lor had been glad to see him go—if only for a little while. She had known then that Adrian needed to be free too, to stretch his legs, both man and beast, and give in to his more primal, animalistic instincts. It always rejuvenated him, the hunt. It fed the splendors of his very being, and Lor had watched him leave the cave with a smile.

      It had taken him longer than usual to return, however. Fearing not the worst, but something, she had grabbed the bow she’d personally built and strung, along with her new arrows, and set out into the muddy, wet, cold forest herself.

      And then she had heard it—his sharp cry of pain.

      “Come along now,” she murmured, sliding her arm under his back and pushing him up. “I know you can hear me. I cannot lift you myself…”

      It must be the shapeshifter in him, but Adrian was heavier than any man she had handled, despite his rugged, fit frame. He groaned in protest once she had him upright, and she caught his eyes fighting to stay open.

      “I’m here, Adrian,” she told him, battling the swelling panic within at the thought of losing him to something so mundane. Adrian was a supernatural being—a gift of from the gods. The thought of him slain by an ordinary horde of barbarians… Well, she couldn’t stand it.

      Anger roiled within her, just as it had when she’d seen him, strung up and surrounded by armed men. In fact, anger was too plain a word to describe how she had felt in that moment. Fury boiled her blood. Searing hot wrath, a palpable, indescribable rage unlike anything Lor had ever felt before. She had loaded her bow and fired at the biggest threat first, then eliminated all she could with the arrows she had in her quiver. It was exhilarating—defending Adrian. Protecting him. Fighting for him.

      She had never felt more comfortable with anything in all her life. Perhaps she was a warrior trapped in the body of a priestess.

      And perhaps it was simply Adrian who brought that out of her.

      Lor’s mind raced too furiously to discern the true cause now. But she used that anger to push aside her fear, her panic, her hopelessness. It gave her strength to lift him, to fight through the storm, her arm locked around Adrian, her longbow used as a crutch in the other hand. She forced his limp arm across her shoulder, then urged him to move in whatever way he could. His lips parted, rain trickling in and blood trickling out, but she heard no words as thunder boomed overhead. So, she put her head down and half carried, half dragged Adrian through the slippery forest, praying to whoever might be listening in these lands, to Lada herself if need be, that there was enough time to save him.

      He was still with her when they reached the cave, after many slips and tumbles along the way. Her back screamed under the pressure of carrying him, but Lor pushed on, hauling him up the stones and into the opening of their temporary home. Soaked to the bone, her teeth chattering, she placed him next to the fire pit he had built days earlier, then crouched low and blew on the dying embers. A pulse of vibrant orange greeted her with each breath, and she was soon able to add from their dwindling reserves of dry wood to get the fire going again. Without it, she hadn’t a hope of seeing anything inside.

      Adrian moaned weakly, and after checking for his heartbeat along the column of his throat, Lor moved to their belongings. Her frantic search for clean, dry linens was a success, but all she could find in the way of healing salves or brews was a cream he had once used on her scars. She had several from her years as a slave, along her thighs and hips and lower back. The cream had softened the angry red welts to soft pink skin, but what good would it do Adrian now?

      Teeth gritted, she raced back to his side, knowing she would have to make do. At the very least, he had several blades she could heat in the fire, then use to sear the wounds closed. It would be painful, but it could save him.

      However, as Lor knelt by his side, the linens in her lap, she found the strangest sight awaiting her: the largest of Adrian’s wounds appeared less angry. In fact, they had started to heal on their own, and many of the lesser gashes had already closed. Right before her eyes, the skin slithered across his body, as if searching for its mate, and reconnected. It was a thin and weak bond, flighty like silk caught in the wind, but it was enough to stop the rushing blood. Darker than any blood she had ever seen before, including her own, the red, almost plum liquid stained his skin, unwashed even by the rain. With trembling hands, Lor used the linens to clean him. She wiped away the mud, the blood, the nettles. She worked until there was nothing left but Adrian as she knew him.

      He would live to see tomorrow’s sunrise.

      She slumped back against the cave wall, its jagged, rough surface digging into her mercilessly—but she was too spent to care. Staring at her bloodstained hands, she closed her eyes at the first sign of tears, then hunched over to let the relief flood out of her.

      “Lor?” She looked up sharply as Adrian croaked her name, his voice weaker and raspier than she would have liked. His mouth twitched into a smile, and when she spied him trying and failing to lift his hand to her face, she brought her face to him. The familiar warmth of his skin swept over hers, collecting her tears, and he offered a frail chuckle. “Don’t cry, not for me…”

      She laughed, a watery, muddled sound, and clasped his hand. Without hesitating, she kissed his palm, then glared down at him. “Don’t you ever frighten me like that again.”

      He needed fresh, dry clothing. His body had started to shiver, and she then realized that her own body shook too, her skin covered in little bumps to fight the cold and the damp. But she couldn’t bring herself to pull away from him. Adrian grinned up at her, his face pale but his eyes warm, and nodded—no more than a faint bob of his head.

      “I promise,” he whispered. “Never again.”

      She smiled, lips quivering, and pressed another kiss to his palm, firmer this time. “I will hold you to it.”

      “Good. As you… As you sh-should.”

      His eyes closed slowly, as though succumbing to sleep, and Lor muffled a sob. How manic she must look, both smiling and weeping, holding a naked man’s hand to her cheek as she brushed the hair from his face.

      “I know not what I would do without you, Adrian,” she whispered when she was sure he had retreated into a world of healing slumber. “But my life would be a horror without you, and I have no desire to go back to the darkness.”

      She eased forward onto her knees, fussing over him a few moments more, checking on the still-healing wounds, watching the skin thicken and pink up. Then, before she left his side, Lor crouched over Adrian, her lips hovering so dangerously close to his, admiring his handsome features, realizing she loved them.

      Realizing she loved him.

      So, Lor stole a kiss. A mere brush of her mouth to his—the first kiss she had ever given willingly. It made her stomach flutter and her heart sing, but she ignored it all in favor of finding him something dry and warm to cover his battered body.

      All the while thanking the gods of this land for allowing her to keep her love—at least one day longer.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            For I am Yours, and You are Mine

          

        

      

    

    
      Only a fortnight more until they reached their destination. As Lor set up camp for what felt like the thousandth time, she struggled to balance the whirlwind of emotions churning inside her. On the one hand, the journey was nearly over. No more walking from dawn until dark. No more climbing difficult terrain, battling raging storms, and surviving by the campfire’s light. Adrian had a home—an honest and true home, built of wood, clay, and rock. He had told her of it many times, about the bees he kept and the vegetable garden he tended to when the snows melted. Soon it would be her home too, unless his love goddess mistress said otherwise.

      Some days, her excitement was palpable. A living, breathing entity within her, desperate to burst free. Others, Lor couldn’t ignore her fear. Fear of an unknown future. Fear of beings other than Adrian, who had been her constant companion for months now—all through the late spring, the summer, and well into the harvest season. The thought of sharing him with others—the thought of sharing herself again—put a damper on her eagerness.

      Until she caught Adrian watching her. The look in his eye—the raw, honest affection… Well, that stirred something inside her akin to excitement, yet she felt it deeper, like it was part of her marrow.

      Straightening, she stretched her weary back this way and that, then took a quick scan of the spot Adrian had chosen for them. A week after the attack on him in the forest, he was perfectly healed and more insistent than ever that they reach his home before winter. A part of her knew that if she didn’t need to rest, he would have pushed on, night and day, never stopping. However, he never dragged her farther than she could manage.

      Today, he had chosen a site surrounded by young trees, those which had survived their first summer, in the midst of century-old siblings. The leaves had turned with the changing air, a vision of gold, red, orange, and brown as far as the eye could see. Lor enjoyed the crispness that met her each morning, wrapped in the many layers of clothing Adrian had acquired for her throughout their journey.

      Even now, as she went back to setting the stones for their fire, she worked with gloves on her hands, the fingertips exposed for nuanced work, and felt perfectly comfortable in the chill of the morning.

      “Lor!”

      She straightened quickly, heart pounding at the sound of Adrian crashing through the forest. A soft sigh of relief slipped out when she caught him smiling, his cheeks kissed by the wind and shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbows. Much to her surprise, he grabbed her hand. “Come. You must see…”

      And before she could stop him, he all but carried her through the forest, his pace swift and sure-footed. They traversed between the trees, over stumps and fallen leaves, around boulders, as though they had always lived there. By now, Lor couldn’t remember what it was like to retreat indoors at the end of each day, surrounded by walls and darkness and silence. In a way, she preferred this—though soon she would like the option to choose.

      They broke free from the tree line moments later, and Lor let out a delighted laugh at the sight before her. There, as far as the eye could see, sat a beautiful lake. On and on it stretched, into the horizon and beyond, the water a stunning dark blue.

      “Its color reminded me of your eyes,” Adrian admitted after they took a moment to bask in the lake’s beauty. “I thought you had to see…and perhaps join me.”

      She lifted a brow when he tugged her toward the water’s edge, walking backwards and grinning like an imp.

      “Adrian, it is far too cold for swimming,” Lor argued, the thought of plunging into those waters giving her chills.

      Chills that intensified when her eyes met Adrian’s, those exquisite green orbs seeming to darken. “Not to worry. I’ll keep you warm.”

      She bit her lower lip, unable to counter with an equally slick response. They had been growing closer since the attack. Stolen touches, glances. Lingering stares across the flames. Even now, when he released her, she found herself yearning for contact with his warm, weathered skin, her hand bereft without his.

      “Besides, I’m sure the sun has kept the water just perfect,” Adrian mused as he dragged his shirt over his head, then tossed it aside with a smirk. She bit the insides of her cheeks as they flushed—always affected by the sight of his nakedness. While she tried to fight it, she couldn’t stop her curious gaze from following his fingers as he loosened the ties at the top of his trousers, then let them fall. The heat in her cheeks prickled almost painfully, and she looked up to the clear blue sky.

      “Adrian.”

      “With good company, you won’t even notice the temperature,” he insisted, and still she refused to look at him. Lor soon heard feet splashing along the shoreline, paired with a chuckle that made her heart sing. “Suit yourself, Lor, but I for one am in need of a soaking.”

      She listened a few beats more to the sound of him sloshing into the lake, and when she risked a quick peek, she saw the sculpted cheeks of his backside as he disappeared under water. Exhaling sharply, Lor tried in vain to massage the color out of her cheeks, wishing he wouldn’t affect her as much as he did. After all, she was a grown woman. She had seen all the horrors the empire had to offer and lived to tell the tales. She had survived in the barbarian forests for months alongside a wolf-man. They had skirted wandering eyes and curious glances, and managed to keep Cassius and his slave hunters off their trail.

      Lor had defended her companion and won.

      The sight of a naked man, no matter how exquisitely sculpted his body, shouldn’t affect her thusly. Yet it did. And she knew the precise reason why.

      It was the same reason she suddenly found herself peeling off her many layers of clothing, folding and arranging it all neatly on her pine-green cloak. It was the same reason she sauntered across the beach, moving from sand to prickly rock, and toed the water’s edge, arms crossed to cover her bare breasts. And it was the same reason she laughed freely and earnestly when Adrian burst forth from the water, then dove sidelong back in.

      Because she loved him. Because he felt like peace after a lifetime of struggle, and after all this time, Lor had finally given herself permission to love him.

      She retracted her toe the moment the water brushed up against it, skin covered in gooseflesh.

      “It’s too cold,” she protested when Adrian surfaced again. “You’re a madman.”

      “If you don’t get in, you silly creature, I’m going to come over there and throw you over my shoulder.”

      Lor pursed her lips, calling his bluff, then let out a shriek and ran along the pebbly shore when he charged after her. His pace slowed when she ventured in up to her thighs, the sting of the water’s bite easing the longer she stood in it. While cool, the lake retained some of its summer warmth, and she eventually dared to wade in up to her hips, but no more.

      “You’re almost there,” Adrian teased, strolling toward her, his magnificent body glistening in the sunlight. Lor held up a warning finger, her eyes narrowed.

      “I’m far enough.”

      “Once you’re in, you hardly notice it anymore.”

      “Adrian, leave me be.”

      “No.”

      “Adrian!” She shrieked when he lunged for her, scrambling across the shallow end of the lake, only to have him catch her around the waist and hoist her up. Her arms and legs flailed out, but she was no better at wriggling out of his grasp than the first time he captured her. So, she made her protests known with words alone, half laughing, half shouting that he release her at once or there would be consequences.

      “I welcome your consequences,” he growled in her ear. Desire fluttered through her, pooling between her thighs, but before she could say anything back, Adrian jumped and dragged them both under water.

      He released her the moment she finally succumbed to the lake, and Lor quickly paddled for the surface, breaching it with a gasp. Adrian followed a beat later, the water up to her shoulders and the middle of his chest respectively, his mischievous grin making her core clench with longing once more.

      “See? You really must learn to trust me,” he teased as they drifted closer. Lor would have blamed it on the current, but they were in a lake—there was no current. She swallowed hard, head tipped slightly to one side as Adrian tucked her soaked hair behind each ear, his smile gradually easing from teasing to gentle to interested.

      “I do trust you,” she argued, “but that doesn’t mean I want to throw myself into frigid water.”

      “Hardly frigid.”

      “Well, I’m cold.”

      “Let me rectify that.”

      Her eyelashes fluttered as he finally closed the distance between them, scooping her up with an arm under her backside. Her hands fell to his shoulders for balance, and, with a gulp, she tentatively wrapped her legs around his waist. Bare bodies pressed together, she found they fit nicely, her supple curves compressed against his lean lines. Most of all, his heat was positively scalding compared to the water around her, seeping into her tense limbs and urging her to relax.

      To let go.

      Her eyes dropped to his lips, to the coarse brown scruff around them. In that moment, they seemed so delectable, so positively appealing, that she couldn’t help but trail her fingertips over them, enraptured. They parted slightly under her touch, revealing a set of near-straight teeth below—nothing like the sharp fangs of his wolf form. Subdued. Contained. Less frightening, honestly. The corner of her mouth lifted, surprised that she had found yet another element about Adrian that she adored.

      “Lor…”

      She raised her gaze to his and gasped at the smolder staring back. Nibbling her lower lip, she returned her hand to his shoulder, everything around them fading away until it was just Lor and Adrian and the heat of their bodies. Instinct told her to untangle herself and swim back to shore. Yet her heart couldn’t stand the thought of even the slightest separation. It wanted her closer, yearned for a more intense touch. To taste him—and let him taste her.

      Just as she inhaled softly, not sure what she would say but knowing she needed to say something, Adrian cupped her cheek and dragged her into a kiss.

      Her eyes widened at the surge of heat flooding her body, turning what she had thought was an inferno already into something else entirely. Something darker, the flames more dangerous—more irresistible. And oh, how Lor longed to be burned.

      Her eyes drifted shut as Adrian swept his tongue along the seam of her lips, and Lor granted him access with a soft, heady sigh she had never heard herself utter before. Adrian explored her mouth with a growl of his own, his fingertips digging into the lush curve of her backside, yanking her impossibly close—so much so that she felt the first signs of his arousal pressing urgently against her.

      This wasn’t her first experience with a man in heat. Many men had had her since that first devil on the grass in front of Apollo’s temple—but none of them had ever kissed her. Not like this. Not like they were drinking her in like she was a fine summer wine—the elixir of the gods. And Lor had never, ever wanted them to. Yet with Adrian, the pulse-pounding desire to run, to fight, to scratch and kick and draw blood—it wasn’t there. She brought her hands up his neck, knowing she could dig her thumbs into the soft dent below that bulge and squeeze the life out of him before he even realized what was going on. She had seen it done before.

      But she didn’t. She could never hurt Adrian. She never would.

      Instead, her hands drifted upward, cupping his face as he lifted her further, so that Lor was all but on top of him. Head tilted back, Adrian devoured her with his kiss, his tongue thrusting in and staking his claim, marking his territory—and Lor wanted him to do it more desperately than she cared to admit. She teased back with gentle caresses of her own, her body responding to his touch, not with revulsion and fear, but with longing and heat. He kissed her firmly, urgently, his touch both controlling and supportive, trapping her against him yet raising her up too. Possessive but open. Forceful but kind. The kiss was for them, not just for him.

      Lor never wanted it to end.

      Unfortunately, the chattering of her teeth brought things to a sudden standstill, and she pulled away from Adrian with a shy smile.

      “I’d hoped I would be enough to warm you,” he murmured, a teasing edge to his voice that made her blush. “I suppose we’ll have to make a few adjustments.”

      Lor wrapped her arms around his neck, clinging to him as he carried her out of the water at last. The breeze, albeit gentle, only made her shivers worse. Adrian’s body heat kept her from shaking too violently, yes, but she wouldn’t have lasted much longer in the water.

      He set her down on the sandy part of the little beach, then hastily snatched up his clothes and started to dry her. Lor kept her gaze on his face, admiring his furrowed concentration on the task at hand—and pointedly ignoring his rather large, prominent shaft standing at full attention between them. If she looked, she’d dissolve into a pile of red-faced giggles, and that simply wouldn’t do. Instead, when he had finished ridding her of every last drop, she let Adrian lead her to her folded clothes. She watched, curious, as he stretched her cloak out, then offered a hand to help her settle down on it. She went willingly, though her stomach fluttered with nerves as she positioned herself on her back.

      Her legs started to open on their own accord, as if the muscles recalled what they were supposed to do now. Adrian, however, knelt beside her, his hand on her thigh and his eyes burning a hot trail along her body. Not once did he make a move to mount her or bury himself inside her. He merely studied her, the silence thick between them.

      “Are you still cold?” he asked huskily.

      Although her nipples had pebbled to almost painfully stiff peaks, Lor shook her head. “No.”

      And that was the truth. With the combination of the blazing noonday sunshine, Adrian’s hand caressing her skin, and his eyes not once leaving her body, Lor was positively sweltering now. She shifted about, a little uncomfortable that she was the sole focus of his lusty stare—but only because she wasn’t sure what to do with herself. Touch him? Kiss him? Tend to that enormous thing reaching toward her?

      “Good,” was his rumbly reply, and she gasped softly when he leaned down and planted a kiss where his hand had stopped along the swell of her ribs. He then quested upward, leaving a hot, wet trail across her skin, tongue and teeth and lips cruelly teasing her. Lor twitched and whimpered beneath him, her head lolling back when his mouth closed around one nipple. Her back arched sharply at the first hint of teeth on the sensitive bud, a low, barely-there moan escaping her parted lips as he sucked and kissed and nipped at her flesh. Eventually he moved on to the other, lavishing it with the same attention. When she shuddered beneath him, helplessly pinned by his muscular form, she found herself wet between her thighs—wet and tingling and aching for his mouth to go there, of all places.

      “Adrian…” She fisted her hands in the cloak when his hand smoothed down her body and stopped at the helm of her womanhood. When he gave no response, she glanced down at him, knowing she must look positively wanton—and found him staring back with a dark desire to match.

      “Do you wish for me to stop?”

      “No,” she all but cried, her head falling back when his hand delved between her thighs, fingers slipping between her wet folds to stroke her. She whimpered, then bit down on her lower lip to keep herself silent—a hopeless endeavor, if Adrian had anything to do with it.

      She hadn’t even noticed his mouth wandering lower and lower, easing toward her sex, until it closed around that swollen, sensitive bud and sucked—the sensation like lightning striking through her body. Lor jolted upright with a cry, her breath coming in shuddering gasps as his tongue circled and swept over and plundered that little bundle until she could hardly see straight.

      “W-what are you…?” No man had ever used his mouth on her before. Oh, yes, they liked to use her mouth—if she was lucky—but none had ever sought to return the favor. Once again: Lor had never wanted them to. The thought of their mouths on her most private places had made her nauseous.

      With Adrian, it made her body sing. Her hands curled to tight fists, buried in his hair as her hips bucked against him, moving as if they had a mind of their own. His eyes, like the dark pines in Gothic territory, flitted to hers when he slipped a finger into her, then another, pumping in and out as she trembled beneath him. He managed to find something along her inner walls—something wonderful. As soon as he caressed it, stroked it, the lightning struck again, crackling across every part of her. Heat skittered along her skin, pooling in her chest and cheeks, and she found herself tensing, no longer caring how depraved she looked—only desperate for the tension to burst in a hail of sweet and violent glory.

      She cried his name, moaning, her back arching and her torso rolling, desperate to move, to reach the end of this treacherous, dangerously pleasurable journey, to find some sort of resolution for her exquisite suffering. Adrian held her in place, tossing her legs over his thick shoulders with ease, eyes closed only briefly as he ran his tongue over her folds and groaned as he thrust it into her. She would remember that groan forever, the way it reverberated through her, tattooing itself on her bones and across her heart.

      As soon as his fingers replaced his tongue again, the heat intensified. Each glorious sweep of his tongue at the helm of her sex was pure bliss. Each stroke of her inner walls was how she had always thought paradise might feel. The depth in his eyes, the sheer pull of his stare—it would be her undoing or her salvation.

      Or perhaps both.

      Lor welcomed either.

      Suddenly, her body broke. Pleasure ravaged her like a tidal wave, crashing into every crevice as she half screamed, half sobbed through the terribly new, terribly wonderful sensation. She stared straight ahead at the clear blue sky, yet she saw a myriad of rich color—other worlds, the stars, the lands of the gods themselves.

      Is this what it felt like when men came? This intensity, this out-of-body sensation?

      No wonder they were all so keen to fuck anything with a pulse.

      She giggled sleepily at the thought, a sudden rush of intense relaxation taking hold. Slowly, Adrian crept up her body, and when she cast a heavy-lidded glance down at him, she caught him grinning.

      The quirk of his lips, the blaze of desire in his eyes—it chased away any thoughts of snoozing beneath the midday sun with Adrian wrapped around her, her dreams bound to be pleasant for the first time in years. Instead, as his lips descended upon hers, she felt a pleasurable tingle renewing in her core, quickly realizing that she wasn’t ready for this to be over yet. She wanted—needed—more.

      “Did you enjoy that?” he murmured against her lips, hands cradling her face as his body hovered over hers. When she nodded enthusiastically, he chuckled and caught her lower lip between his teeth, tugging on it gently before letting it go. “Good. I’ll do it again, if you’d like…” Another enthusiastic nod, her sex clenching at the thought, her thighs slick with lust. Adrian’s smile turned savage—a blend between man and wolf. “But first…”

      He climbed off her and grabbed her forearms, helping Lor to her feet. After steadying her, her legs wobblier than she’d expected, Adrian grabbed her cloak and dusted it off, then wrapped it around her shoulders. Her cheeks warmed at the way he studied her, like he wanted to devour her, take her, over and over again, on and on into eternity.

      With the way she was feeling, Lor had no complaints if that was his plan.

      Threading their fingers together, he led her back to the forest, his rather impressive appendage still very present, swinging in front of him as he walked. She gulped at the sight, imagining the pain it would inflict on her—but it was a pain she could stomach with Adrian. After all, fucking had always hurt before. Why should he and his huge cock be any different? Lor closed her eyes as they passed into the trees, taking a deep breath to calm her nerves. She loved him. That much was clear. She could ignore the pain, the tearing, for the man she loved.

      Eventually, he tugged her forward, spun her around, and pressed her back to the trunk of an ancient tree. Overhead, a smattering of oranges, reds, and browns danced in the wind, and Lor’s heart leapt into her throat, knowing what was to come as he prowled toward her. Her eyes fluttered closed as his mouth claimed hers, his hands parting her thighs and hoisting her up, holding her as he had in the water.

      Despite the fear, she lost herself in that kiss, in the way he was both dominant and fair, claiming her for himself, yet allowing her to do the same. A growl echoed in his chest when she nipped at his lower lip, and he fumbled between them for a moment before slipping two fingers into her again. Lor cried out in surprise, the pleasure from her first climax surging back with renewed vigor as he massaged her.

      Adrian’s mouth trailed down her neck as he worked her into a frenzy, the edge of his palm bumping against that highly sensitive bundle so delicately that it made her want to weep. Lor found herself careening toward the edge again, and uttered both a gasp and a sob when he pulled his fingers away.

      Moments later, the head of his cock brushed her opening, and she braced herself, anticipating the pain that would slice right through her mounting pleasure like a knife.

      Yet Adrian pushed into her slowly—and there was no knife. No slicing, searing pain in her abdomen. Sure, there was some pain. A twinge of discomfort. He was quite large, after all. But as Lor wrapped her arms around his neck, closed her eyes, and brought her forehead to rest against his, she realized what a mistake she had made in assuming Adrian would be like the others. He took his time, kissing her every so often, the strain obvious on his face when she dared to steal a glance.

      And for that, she loved him more.

      “Are you all right?” he whispered, words wavering, his control impressive. Lor swallowed hard and nodded, mouth falling open when his hips collided gently with her body. “Lor?”

      “Yes,” she murmured back, threading her fingers through his hair. “I’m all right.”

      “Have I hurt you?”

      “No,” she assured him, pleasure blooming from her core each time her sex clenched around him. “No, I’m not hurt. Far from it.”

      When she kissed him, he growled again, turning the kiss from something as gentle as the first snowfall to another firestorm of tongue and teeth and lips. Her fingers tightened in his hair, urging him on, and Lor swore she saw the heavens when he finally started to rock his hips against hers. While slow at first, his pace soon matched his kiss—frantic and hard, claiming every last part of her as Lor gave herself willingly over. Her cloak dampened the bite of the tree’s bark on her back, and she reveled in the pleasurable tightening of her body once more, his cock just as talented as his tongue.

      That day, Lor learned that every climax was different. All equally wonderful, but her second was softer, more subdued, rushing over her as the surf laps at the shore. She sobbed out Adrian’s name all the same, riding each blissful moment of pleasure until she could hardly see straight. All she could do was feel, bask in the overwhelming sensations—his fingertips dug deep in her thighs, his teeth on her neck, his breath hot and permanent against her skin.

      Adrian spilled himself into her moments later, his body stiffening, and Lor cried out when he bit her where her neck and shoulder met. The pain mingled with her lingering pleasure in an impossibly delicious sort of way, and she clung to him, wanting to experience every last bit of it.

      All the while knowing that, as of that moment, she could finally die a very, very happy woman.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Lor had never spent the day fucking before. She was exhausted.

      Exhausted, but happier than she had ever been in her whole life. After she and Adrian had furthered their relationship the first time, they set up the rest of their campsite together—for suddenly there was no rush to get anywhere in a hurry. They swam more, lay naked on the beach, and fucked under the sun, the little routine repeated over and over again until weariness drove them back to the fire in the woods. Belly full of meat and vegetables, she sat in Adrian’s lap, his arms wrapped around her and one of their larger blankets draped over both to fend off the evening chill.

      She watched the dancing flames with heavy-lidded eyes and a content smile. With her head resting back on his shoulder, Adrian pressed the odd kiss to her temple, his hands threaded together on her stomach.

      “You know,” he rumbled in her ear, the very sound of his voice exciting her as it never had before, “I’ve had a theory about why Lada sent me to collect you, but I couldn’t prove it until today.”

      She rustled about so that she could look at his face. “Oh?”

      “In the shifter community, there is a concept,” he explained softly, “of fated mates.”

      “Fated mates?” Her eyebrows shot up, and she ignored the sudden pitter-patter of her heart. After all, Lor hadn’t the faintest idea what the words meant, yet they elicited such a fierce surge of emotion. “What are those?”

      “They are two beings paired by the gods,” Adrian told her as he swept her wild hair behind her ear. “This pair is destined to love each other from the moment they meet until they both ascend into paradise after death. I…” His breath hitched, and she noticed him swallow hard. “When I first saw you, I knew that you were my fated mate. It was a connection unlike any I had ever felt before, and I’ve since come to believe that Lada sent me to fetch you because she knew it was time for us to meet. You are my reward for a lifetime of loyal service, and I am your gift after what must have felt like a lifetime of suffering.”

      “Well, you think rather highly of yourself, don’t you?” A blush burned Lor’s cheeks as the fire crackled and spit in front of them. “I certainly didn’t love you the moment I met you.”

      “As a human, I doubt you’d feel the tether connecting us as strongly.” He touched his chest, right over his heart, and then pressed his fingers to the same spot on hers. “But it was there. I knew I had to let you discover it on your own, and as of today… I believe you have.”

      She pursed her lips, enjoying the hopefulness in his eyes. “Perhaps.”

      Grinning, Lor settled back against him and resumed watching the fire. With a chuckle, Adrian planted a kiss to her cheek, then her jawline, then her neck, growling softly. She had never felt more comfortable, more safe, than she had in that very moment. All thoughts of Cassius and his slave hunters fled her mind. Her fears for the future, about Apollo and Lada and whatever other godly figures might be threading her lifeline across the fabric of time—vanished. In his own way, Adrian had just told her that he loved her too.

      “I believe you are my fated mate,” he murmured against her skin. “My destiny. My other half. I will protect you from all harm in this life and the next, and I will love you until the stars fade and the earth crumbles.”

      Lor bit the insides of her cheeks, the storm of emotions settling into a single vein—love. Sighing, she turned and nuzzled her nose against Adrian’s coarse facial stubble, savoring the way he tickled each and every sense.

      “I suppose I can make do with that,” she whispered back, giggling when he turned his head to claim her lips. They kissed languidly, easily, like they hadn’t a care in the world. Beneath a starry sky. Before a roaring fire. Amidst a creaking wood. They kissed until the fire and the stars were alive within Lor, her mouth growing more insistent to match the demands of Adrian’s hands across her body. Soon, she had rolled him over and climbed atop him, straddling his hips and his hardness. She hadn’t thought it possible to want more from him, yet there she was, making her demands known with her mouth, her teeth, her tongue, and her heart.

      For if what he had to say was true, and the gods had twined their lifelines together, then his godly mistress had always been her destiny. Not Apollo. Not Jupiter and his house. Not her father’s beliefs or that cramped old temple. This man beneath her—he was her destiny. All roads had led to him, and Lor felt like she was home at last.
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      Lor awoke from the best sleep she’d ever had feeling like her scalp was on fire.

      Still partially lost to the lands of sweet, sensual dreams, she uttered a feeble cry and patted at her head. Only she didn’t feel flames. No, Lor felt a hand buried in her hair—and an arm leading up to…

      “Did you really think I’d let you run?”

      Cassius. Her eyes shot open, and her scream echoed through the forest as her former master hauled her out from under cozy blankets by her hair. The ground was cool, still wet with morning dew, and the fire had long turned to flickering embers. Lor fought him as best she could, nails biting into his arm and heels digging into the earth. The burn of her scalp intensified when he somehow managed to toss her, releasing her with a sharp hiss. Eyes wide, Lor scrambled onto her hands and knees as her sluggish mind tried to take in what was happening.

      Sure enough, he had found her—all of Adrian’s caution and planning hadn’t mattered one bit. The monster had tracked her down, no doubt with the aid of the enormous man leaning on a tree behind him. Swathed in a winter tunic and cape, the stranger stared down at her with passionless dark eyes, a neatly trimmed black beard hiding the rest of his facial expression.

      “Do you know how much I paid for you?” Cassius snarled, lunging for her, his eyes crazier than she remembered. Lor crawled out of the way, navigating the familiar terrain better on all fours than Cassius did on two feet. She skirted the unearthed roots of a nearby tree, making a beeline for her weapons cache.

      Adrian.

      Where the fuck was Adrian?

      “Do you know how much I’m going to sell you for?” Footsteps thundered after her, and just as Lor reached her bags, knowing her quiver lay beneath the pile, Cassius caught her by the hair again and wrenched her back. She went down hard, exhaling a cry of pain when jagged rocks dug into her back. Cassius bore down on her, deflecting her hands, lashing out like claws, and eventually held her pinned down, his full body weight on her midsection. It knocked the wind out of her, but Lor fought on, determined, now more than ever, that he would never have her again.

      “Fuck you,” she seethed, kicking and kneeing whatever she could, hoping that it hurt—relishing the way his teeth gritted and his cheeks flushed, knowing that even if he didn’t cry out as she had, he too was in pain. Good. Fuck him.

      “No, sweet Lor, that’s what I’m going to do to you,” he snarled back, his hands locking around her throat and squeezing. “Among many punishments. You’ve given me quite some time to think on them…”

      “Nothing permanent,” the stranger drawled. “You can’t sell her if you damage her.”

      “Maybe I won’t sell her,” Cassius said, his hands tightening as Lor’s mouth gaped open, struggling for air. “Maybe I’ll just fuck her and kill her.”

      “As long as I’m paid—”

      “Shut up, Julius. Can’t you just give me one fucking moment without bringing up your fee? You will be paid!”

      Spittle rained down upon her face, but she hardly felt it. Lor blinked rapidly, trying to shake the spots dancing in front of her eyes. She dragged in a ragged breath, her hands locking weakly around his wrists. Cassius laughed when she tried to pull at them, her strength fading at an alarming rate, but that laughter stopped in an instant when she finally managed to rake her nails, now long and sharp, down the underside of his wrist. Bloody red trails stared back at her as he snarled a string of curses under his breath—then pressed down harder around her windpipe.

      “Maybe,” he seethed, dropping to within a breath of her face, eyes locked, “I’ll kill you, then fuck you. Do you have a preference?”

      He put his ear close to her mouth, laughing at what raspy, breathless threats she uttered back—pulling back just before she managed to snap her teeth down around his earlobe. If she had the chance, she’d rip it off.

      “Cassius, you—” Julius grunted noisily, then cried out, the sound piercing through the fog that had started to collect between Lor’s ears. As blackness started to seep into her sight, she caught Cassius look up sharply, then loosen his hold on her neck. Gasping, Lor shoved his hands away—and, much to her surprise, he let her. Brow furrowed and eyes wide, the man merely stared straight ahead, and when she tilted her head back, coughing, she realized Julius had disappeared.

      “Julius?” Her former master’s voice cracked a little as he called out for his companion, but his dead weight held firm when Lor attempted to heave him off her. When that failed, she started to wiggle out from beneath him, squirming up only slightly before his thighs clamped down around her. Panic made her throat tight, and it choked Adrian’s name when she tried to scream it. Instead, it came out as a hoarse cry, and she squealed when Cassius slammed a hand down on her mouth. He scanned the campsite, his breath coming faster now. “Where are you, you bastard? I…”

      Something large hit the ground moments later, and Lor managed to tilt her head back just enough to see what it was. Julius—with his face bashed in. Blood and bone and viscera stared back from the mangled mess. A wave of sickness washed over her, a distinct burning sensation creeping up her throat at the sight. Swallowing it all down, she wrenched Cassius’s hand from her mouth and screamed for Adrian, her voice loud and true this time.

      All that earned her was the back of Cassius’s hand. Something warm dribbled out of her nose, white spots flashing before her eyes, and before she had time to recover, he was shouting in her face, cheeks red and eyes crazed.

      “What is this?” he demanded, shaking her. “What kind of sorcery have you done?!”

      She lashed out again—until he yanked a dagger from his belt and held it to her throat. Lor instantly stilled, her chest rising and falling with shaky, uneven breaths, two hot streams of tears trickling down her cheeks.

      “You will tell me everything, you pathetic little—”

      Abruptly, Cassius flew off her, moving as though someone had grabbed him by the scruff of his neck and hauled him backward. When Lor sat up on her elbows, body prickling, she realized that was exactly what had happened.

      For standing before her was the most beautiful man she had ever seen. Tall and olive-skinned. Golden curls coiled around his head and eyes as blue as a clear summer sky gazed down at her. He wore a toga styled in the old Grecian fashion, his feet bare but untouched by the forest floor. Exquisite in every sense of the word. All Lor could do was stare, positively dumbfounded by the creature towering over her. He held Cassius as one might grasp a naughty kitten; at an arm’s length, he lifted her former master off the ground by his neck, totally nonplussed by the way the man kicked about. Face red, Cassius panted, struggling to free himself.

      She knew she should have said something to the monster, but Lor couldn’t stop gawking at him—for this was no mere mortal. He couldn’t be. This stranger was the epitome of male beauty, and instinct told her that she ought to grovel at his feet. This being radiated power, and had she not so recently given her heart to Adrian, Lor might have found him impossible to resist.

      Her silent adoration turned to fear when Cassius sank his dagger into the stranger’s side. Face puffy and red, her former master grinned cruelly, but that smile quickly disappeared when the being gave no reaction to being stabbed. Rather, he appeared quite bored as his eyes slowly drifted down to the dagger in his side, and he yanked it out with ease. He tossed it aside as viscous, gold-tinted red liquid oozed from the wound, but only briefly. Soon enough, the blood soaked into the fabric of his toga, and his face displayed not an ounce of pain—only disdain. Lor swallowed hard. If this being had looked at her with such contempt, she might have died on the spot.

      “That’s quite enough, Cassius,” the man mused, his voice melodic and pure—and his dialect that of the ancient Greeks. Her father had taught her the language as a girl, and Lor was able to slowly comprehend each word uttered. Or, perhaps, sung, for that voice was the sweetest sound she had ever heard. “I’m afraid I haven’t got a coin for you to pay the ferryman. Charon will be most displeased, but perhaps your suffering will teach you not to take what doesn’t belong to you.”

      He dropped Cassius to the ground—and then rid him of his head. Lor uttered a strangled shriek as the being tore it clean off Cassius’s shoulders, then tossed it aside as carelessly as he’d done the dagger. The headless body stood upright for a few moments, then slumped forward, steaming blood spilling onto the fallen foliage.

      Lor’s lips quivered as she stared, unable to tear her eyes from the horrors before her. Although her mind screamed to run as the man moved approached, Lor’s body refused to respond. She sat there, still as a stone, her gaze fixed on his bloodied hands.

      “Fear not, sweet child,” he cooed, crouching before her. Her lips ceased their trembling when he cupped her face with both hands, the blood warm—but not nearly as warm as him. He tilted his head to the side as he appraised her, stroking her cheeks with his thumb, those startlingly bright blue eyes kind. “You know who I am. Search yourself. I am your god…come to bring you home.”

      She opened and closed her mouth, yet produced no words. How could she? If what he said was true, then this being…

      “Apollo,” she whispered, eyes wide. The golden curls. The lithe, toned body—youthful manliness personified. Smiling, he dug into his toga and produced a crown of laurels, like the ones she used to craft for him, and placed it on his head. A leafy green crown. A boyish face, clean-shaven and beautiful. And bloodstained hands.

      “That’s right, sweet girl,” he murmured. “I am your Apollo, and you are my priestess. I’ve come to bring you home, and from there, you will spread the word of our power to your countrymen, to the entire empire. They will cherish your beauty, and they will fear us once more. Come now. Give me your hand.”

      The sweet melody of his words might have worked on her two years ago, but Lor had hardened her heart to Apollo and his brethren. Yes, seeing him before her chipped away at that wall of ice and rock, but Lor didn’t want what he offered. She wanted to work in Adrian’s garden. She wanted to tend to his beehives. She wanted to make his house a proper home. She wanted to bear his children and raise them surrounded by love and warmth.

      And she wanted nothing to do with the pantheon who had let those monsters brutalize her. No matter how good and sweet, she wasn’t sure she wanted anything to do with Adrian’s goddess either, but that was a decision for another day.

      For today a god stared down at her, his kind smile faltering the longer she took to slip her hand into his. Her mind knew precisely what to do, what to say, but her body, her sense of self-preservation, couldn’t go through with it. For she knew the wrath of the gods. She had heard wild and frightening tales of it, and now she had seen it with her own two eyes. To refuse Apollo was to die a cruel death—or live on in suffering until the end of your days, possibly as a tree.

      Her mind knew it was foolhardy to refuse.

      But her heart would not be ordered around one day longer. All her life, men had chosen her path. First her father, then her masters, and then, to an extent, Adrian. But Lor had decided to stay with him. Lor had decided to love him. She was the master of her destiny now. The choice was hers and hers alone.

      “N-no,” she stammered, and her heart dropped when that kind smile disappeared completely from the god’s face.

      “What did you say to me?” he demanded, his beautiful blues slowly filling with molten gold. Fearful of his proximity, Lor turned and pushed up into a run, zipping through the forest, headed for the beach.

      Screaming, as she went, for Adrian—if Cassius and his man, or Apollo, hadn’t already killed him. The thought brought tears to her eyes, but before she could blink them away, the god materialized directly in front of her.

      She shrieked and slammed into him, his figure hard as granite, and tumbled to the ground. Her body thrummed with pain, blood dribbling down from her poor nose, but she suspected it was about to get a whole lot worse from the way Apollo prowled after her.

      “You defy me? You, a priestess from birth?” he snarled, and Lor whimpered, scuttling backward until her back collided with a tree trunk. The god swooped down on her, trapping her there with a hand to her throat. “You have been mine since before you were born. No is not an option, priestess!”

      Tears spilled down Lor’s cheeks as she pushed at his arm.

      “What has become of you simpering humans?” Apollo’s features contorted with rage, hand tightening around her neck. “We are your gods. You do not defy the gods. You do not barter with the gods. You make your sacrifices and do as you’re told, and we, in our infinite mercy, bestow onto you gifts of untold wonder. All of you… Temple desecration. Idol destruction. The rites forgotten, our worshippers killed. Tell me, priestess, what foolishness has warped your tiny minds to believe that you ever had a choice in—”

      “You let them take me!” She tried to scream it, but her words came out strangled and hoarse. Her tears returned, spilling down her cheeks in hot, angry streaks as Apollo gawked at her. “You let them torture me! Why should I love you? Why sh-ould I care—”

      “Because that is your place in this world!” he bellowed back, the tree trembling behind her, his features contorted so violently that she’d see that face for years to come in her nightmares. “Because that is your purpose, you wretched, ungrateful creature—”

      A furry, solid black body slammed into his side, knocking Apollo over and freeing Lor from his grasp. She gulped down breath after breath, eyes wide and heart pounding between her ears as she watched Adrian snap his enormous jaws at the god’s face. Lor had seen him hunt before. She had even seen him alert and growling, staring into the darkness at unseen intruders. But she had never seen him so palpably livid.

      Even then, he was beautiful.

      Her wolf. Her mate. The man who challenged Apollo…

      A man who would surely die. Fresh, bright blood marred his chest, his jaws, and she quickly deduced that he must have been hunting. Yesterday’s events had left them comfortable—complacent. He must have thought he had time to hunt before she woke, and now he had raced back to her, his kill forgotten—and his life at stake.

      Panicked, she staggered to her feet just as Apollo hurled Adrian’s giant wolf body off him. Her mate rolled twice before finding his footing, hackles up and teeth bared. Knowing she needed to help him, Lor stumbled back to their campsite, her vision drifting in and out of focus, dragging her bow out from under the bags and snatching her quiver of arrows.

      With trembling fingers, she notched her first arrow and leveled it at Apollo, waiting for him to throw an attacking Adrian off him again. More thick liquid dribbled down the god’s arms, his calves—the blood of a god. The red seemed to shimmer with gold in the right light. She tried not to distract herself, but she wondered what it might do to the soil here. Shaking her head, she took aim, following the battle with one eye closed, then loosed her arrow as soon as Apollo tossed Adrian aside with a snarl of his own. Her heart hammered as the arrow flew straight and true—only for Apollo to bat it away as though shooing a bothersome fly. She gulped when those seething gold eyes turned on her.

      “You dare raise a bow against me?” he demanded, vanishing and reappearing directly in front of her in the blink of an eye. He backhanded her, a scorching agony heaving through her body. The blow sent the bow flying from her hands, shattering her prized weapon into a dozen pieces as he bore down on her. “I am the lord of archers! You dare—”

      Adrian jumped him from behind, his teeth sinking into the god’s neck and shoulder, his claws tearing into Apollo’s flesh. With a shout of frustration, one that sent the birds soaring from the nearby trees, Apollo reached back and gripped Adrian’s front legs, then hurled him straight into a nearby tree.

      Centuries old, the trunk stood strong as her wolf slammed into it, his back bending unnaturally. Lor shrieked when she thought she heard something snap, crawling the distance between them to Adrian’s limp body.

      “Adrian?” Her hands ran over him frantically—and came back covered in blood. She couldn’t see the wound, but it was there. Moments later, he shifted back to the form of a man—the face she had fallen so desperately in love with blank and unresponsive. Dozens of lacerations cut across his body, but she feared what had happened to his back more than anything. She grasped his shoulders and shook him. “Adrian? Please, my love… Please answer me!”

      She cradled his face in her hands, her breath coming hard, fast, and uneven. Tears burned down her cheeks and dropped onto his, diluting the bloody smears. In response, her love’s eyes twitched below his lids.

      Not dead. He lived.

      But perhaps only just.

      A large shadow crossed over her, and she raised her watery gaze to a scowling Apollo. God of many things—god of the healing arts. Gently, Lor set her love’s head back down. Once more she must decide her destiny; if Apollo would spare Adrian a slow, agonizing death here in the wood, then she would go with him. She would dedicate her life to him again, if only to repay such a heavy debt. However, before she could whimper a single plea, a gold-tipped spear embedded itself in the god’s shoulder.

      Cursing over and over, Apollo staggered away and struggled to reach the spear’s granite shaft—amidst the thunder of hooves. Lor threw herself over Adrian, shielding him with her body, and braced herself for whatever nightmare would come next.

      At the sound of horses snorting and circling them, she risked a quick look up, and once more found herself gazing upon the most beautiful creatures she had ever seen. Men and women on enormous white horses with hooves like starlight. They circled the strange trio, armed with golden weaponry, their faces pure and exquisite—just like Apollo’s.

      By the time Apollo had dug the spear out of his back, the newcomers had stopped and closed in around them, not a breath of space to slip through even if she wanted to. Meanwhile, a woman slid from her mount and hurried to Lor’s side, wide purple eyes frantic as she tentatively touched Adrian’s still form.

      “My Adrian!”

      Lada. Adrian’s voice seemed to whisper the name in Lor’s mind, and she watched, both utterly transfixed and bewildered, while the goddess handled the shifter as a mother would a child. Beautiful light blonde hair spilled down her back, and she wore an ankle-length gown of the purest white silk Lor had ever seen.

      “What is this?” Apollo demanded, reverting back to ancient Greek rather than the Latin he had spoken to her. “What right have you to attack me, Apollo, son of Zeus?”

      “He’ll live, my little Lor.”

      Although the goddess’s plump pink lips remained pressed together, Lor heard her whispery, ethereal voice cooing softly in her ear. She knew not how to respond, so she sat in a stunned silence, hot blood from her nose seeping into her mouth, as Apollo ranted on behind her.

      Lada studied her intently before sweeping her thumb beneath Lor’s nose. She watched, transfixed, as the goddess wiped the blood on her exquisite silk gown—only to notice that the pain had disappeared, that the slightest touch seemed to have mended her bones. Trembling, Lor finally allowed the goddess to take her hand and place it over Adrian’s heart. It beat firmly beneath her palm, and a lone tear, the last to fall that day, spilled down her cheek.

      Smiling a smile that would send every man in the empire to war, Lada kissed Lor’s temple, brushed the tear away, and smoothed a hand over Adrian’s forehead. Slowly, the blood disappeared, as if retreating into his skin.

      “He lives for you,” Lada whispered again, lips still spread into that gorgeous smile that made even Lor’s heart beat wildly. “You are fated, my love.”

      “Enough,” a man’s voice bellowed, and Lor whirled around, only to find the speaker’s attention not on her and Lada, but on Apollo. All those on horseback had drawn their weapons, each one aimed squarely at the god she had once prized above all others. The beautiful figure on the nearest horse smirked. “Do you feel it, son of Zeus? The twilight of your reign. It hastens ever closer, beckoning you into the night.”

      “When I tell my father, my brother, what has transpired here—”

      “Our people will break the fist of the Roman empire,” one of the gods stated, also speaking the Hellenic dialect Lor had some understanding of. He sat atop the largest horse of them all, his silvery white hair spilling down his back, beardless and youthful, yet from the look in his eyes, the timbre of his voice, Lor thought he was an ancient. “We will take your land, your people—” Lilac eyes slid down to Lor, staring for a moment before returning to a seething Apollo. “—your priests and your cults. The time of Zeus has come to pass.”

      “She is mine,” Apollo sneered. “She has always been mine. You have no right to interfere—”

      “She is destined to live here, with us. We knew the day she was born that your priestess would mark the beginning of the end for you, Apollo Phoebus, son of Zeus and Leto,” the god remarked, lips twitching—as though fighting a smile. “We will bring her home. We will bring them all home. The oracles have foreseen it. First in the west, with the queen of all witches. Now, to the east, by the edge of Perun’s sword… You will fall.”

      “Morrigan was mistaken in assuming my house is weak.”

      While he spoke, Lor noticed that the wound on Apollo’s shoulder hadn’t healed. In fact, it had turned a foul black, oozing dark pus down his arm. “If you come for us, we will annihilate you. Do not mistake my father’s kindness for weakness. He has permitted you to live, but—”

      This time, Apollo managed to dodge the spear that another of the gods tossed. It sank deep into the ground instead, making the earth tremble and the trees groan.

      Shooting Lor one last vile look, Apollo vanished from sight.

      Once he disappeared, she realized she could finally breathe again. The gods around her murmured amongst themselves, reverting from Greek to a tongue she couldn’t understand.

      “Come,” Lada said, her voice even more songlike when spoken aloud, as she stroked Adrian’s forehead affectionately. “Let us bring you both home…”
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      Apollo glowered down at the still-unhealed wound. Whatever had been on the tip of that spear refused to let him be, and none of his usual healing salves or balms had cleared it.

      Slowly, the blackness had started to spread through his veins, creating an array of intricate spiderweb patterns across his chest and his back and down his arm. Marred was his once-perfect skin, kissed by treachery. The god of medicine had refused to leave his seaside home, working with his beloved twin Artemis for nearly a week to find a cure. That morning, she had ventured into the woods with all her handmaidens and hounds, searching for a few specific herbs at his instruction.

      His demigod son, Asclepius, had also tried his hand at finding a solution to Apollo’s ongoing problem, but he too had proven unsuccessful. The man had locked himself away in his workshop almost two days ago, and from the aromas wafting out from under the door, Apollo hadn’t the faintest idea what to expect from him.

      After all, his recent assumptions hadn’t played out as anticipated. He had returned from the Slavic lands without a priestess, without a mouthpiece to revive the correct faith throughout the empire’s peoples, and with a wound that wouldn’t heal. Although he felt no true pain from the poison—for what else could it be?—there were many plants out there that killed their victims slowly. Day by day. Piece by piece. If it wasn’t a plant of this world, Apollo hadn’t a clue where to even start.

      Artemis was beside herself. Apollo wasn’t far behind.

      “It seems,” a familiar voice rumbled from the doorway to Apollo’s private chambers, forcing him to halt his movements and scowl, “that I have two children who refuse to do as I say. What have I done to deserve such disobedience?”

      Jaw clenched, Apollo slowly set the jars of potions on his work table. A cauldron bubbled over a roaring fire nearby, and sunlight streamed through all the open-air windows.

      “Father,” he said stiffly as he faced the greatest god of their pantheon. “What a pleasant surprise.”

      “Funny how your mouth says one thing, yet your eyes another,” Zeus mused, a ghost of a grin crossing his lips. The bearded god strode in as though he owned the villa and everything inside it. But then again—technically he did. All that Apollo was, he owed to his father. It was the same for all his siblings.

      “Have I not told you, many times over, to let the house of Perun be?” Zeus strolled right over to the table laden with half-crushed herbs and stained with failed, dried potions. Candles burnt low, their magic all but spent. His gaze wandered the mess briefly before narrowing on Apollo. The god raised his head, respectful but still his own man.

      “I will find a cure—”

      “What have I said about goading the other houses?”

      “I didn’t goad,” Apollo snarled, the memory of all that had occurred fresh in his mind. He remembered everything, right down to the smell of damp forest earth. “They appeared out of nowhere. I told them I merely wished to collect my priestess and be on my way, but…”

      He clenched his jaw once more, gaze dropping to the crackling flames below the cauldron. In it brewed his next attempt, the one he had hoped he wouldn’t need to try, but his latest efforts had failed. That potion would scald his insides. Mortals couldn’t fathom the pain—a god could barely stand it, but Apollo would do it if the remedy burned the poison too.

      There were no guarantees, even for the god of healing arts.

      “All this trouble…for a priestess?” Zeus lifted a bushy white brow, his disdain obvious. He then raised a hand to silence Apollo’s sputtered protests. “Apollo, you have always been far too sentimental about our humans, especially the ones you take a special interest in. It isn’t good for you.”

      “She was my property. I had every right to take her,” he argued, all the while knowing his words fell on deaf ears. Lor. Her betrayal was a slight Apollo would never forgive, not even on his dying day. He had tracked her movements across the empire, from one master to the next, until he followed Cassius and his slave hunter right to her. He had wanted to live the life she had, see it with his own two eyes. At the time, the journey had soothed his anger about her living so far from her place of purpose over the years, knowing her path hadn’t been a comfortable one.

      But when she chose that shapeshifter over her patron god, over the being she had sworn her life and soul to… Well, Apollo would never forgive her. He would never forget. And once he was rid of this infection, he would find a way to make her life miserable, even in the confines of Slavic territory. Protected by her new gods, she would be more difficult to touch, but his father’s house had a reach far beyond any others’. Apollo would find her again, and she would live to regret her decisions. He would make sure of that.

      “Athena is right, you know,” he muttered, preferring to change the topic. “The tides are changing. While still the minority, this religion gains political, social, and economic power with each passing year…” His eyes narrowed at the sight of his father stirring his simmering potion, and he plucked the rod from Zeus’s hand, setting it back on the table firmly. “The brew needs to simmer. It cannot be touched.”

      Zeus stepped back, rolling his eyes, and shook his head at him. “I care not for the fact that a cult is on the rise. Many have risen and fallen in my lifetime, and many more shall rise and fall as long as we live. It’s human nature. Athena is right to monitor it, but I suspect her fears are unfounded.”

      “But—”

      “What I care more about is the blatant disrespect my family has endured at the hands of lesser houses,” his father pressed, voice sharpening like the crackle of a lightning bolt. “This cannot stand.”

      While he did not share his father’s blasé regard for the rising cult, Apollo agreed that the lesser houses, with their lesser gods, had overstepped considerably as of late.

      “Well, what do we do about it?”

      “What do I do, you mean.” Zeus chuckled, hands clasped behind his back as his stare pierced right through Apollo’s body. “How do I fix the mess wrought upon this house, from the west by my favourite daughter, perhaps soon too from the north, and now from the east by my favourite son?”

      Apollo knew the only correct response was no response, so he bit his tongue—literally. No one could make you feel smaller, even if you were a god of substantial power and strength, than your father.

      “I will call upon an old ally in the east,” Zeus stated, his gaze turned distant, untouchable by even Apollo. “She owes me a favor. In the meantime…” That blue-eyed stare jumped back to the moment, the weight of it startling. “Heal yourself.”

      “No, I had thought I’d let the poison take me,” Apollo sneered, showing off the myriad of black webs beneath his skin, growing ever larger with every moment wasted in this conversation. A tense silence settled over them, and he let out a sharp breath when his father clapped a hand down on his shoulder, squeezed, and then stalked out of the room.

      Thunder rumbled, despite the blazing sun, and Apollo knew his father had disappeared into the ether. Hands clenched into fists, Apollo checked on his simmering potion, hoping Zeus’s meddling hadn’t sullied it, then marched out of the room himself, off to check on his own son.

      Feeling, for the first time, a twinge of pain where the golden spear had made its mark.
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* * *

      Lor tugged her cotton dress over her breasts, growing larger and fuller with each day, then along the swell of her belly. The hem dropped down to the floor, and she stood beside her and Adrian’s bed, adjusting the material until it hung just right. The green dye was beautiful, a symbol of spring for all to see after her first winter outside of the empire. As brutal as it had been, she had survived it and come out a stronger woman.

      And with a baby on the way, too.

      One needed to do something to keep warm and pass the time during those long, dreadfully cold nights. It certainly helped that her mate burned as hot as any fire. She couldn’t help but touch him while the winter winds had howled outside their very own home. Built of enormous logs that Adrian had felled himself, the structure was small but sturdy, dark but warm. With a bed in one corner, an oven in the other, the walls lined with cooking wares and stockpiles of dried fruits and grain, it was the only home Lor ever wanted.

      Brushing the sleep from her eyes, she busied herself with a few of the morning’s tasks, including emptying her very full bladder and braiding of her wild hair. Adrian had ruined the braid she put in last night, fingers tangled in her tresses as he kissed her, but Lor couldn’t fault him for that.

      When she was through, she found her love had already prepared a meal to break the fast: porridge, left simmering over a low fire in the oven. She grabbed a few cloths to remove the bowl from the heat, then set it on their dark wood table built for two. Her hand fell to her belly. Soon the table would seat three. Blessed by Lada, their baby would be born just before the first fall harvest, as the winds started to cool again. Almost a year after it had all happened. Lor swallowed hard at the memory, noting the tremble in her fingers, then pushed it from her mind. Already she could hear her mate outside, and she refused to start the day without a kiss from him.

      Pushing through the somewhat-heavy door, she ducked low, bits of wood and straw hanging in her face from the thatched roof. Later in the season, Adrian promised the roof would be green and lush, blooming with summer flowers and keeping the heat at bay.

      She found him by the line where Lor hung all their furs to dry on the eastern side of their home. Beyond that, the chickens clucked contentedly as they rooted through their morning feed. The sheep appeared mollified, grazing in the fenced pasture to give the new vegetable garden a chance to thrive. The lone goat bleated at Lor’s appearance, forcing Adrian to look up from his early-morning kills as the goat left his side and trotted over to greet her. Lor stroked the creature’s head with a smile, pleased with the way his little horns were growing in. He had survived his first winter in this unforgiving land too. His sister hadn’t been quite so lucky.

      “Good morning,” Adrian greeted, his lips spreading into the kind of smile that always made her knees weak. “You’re a vision, my love.”

      “No sickness today,” she told him, cheeks warming as he scooped her up for a kiss. Her hands cupped his scruffy cheeks, lips parting for him to taste her, claim her for the first time that day. Here, far from the neighbouring settlements, she could be as wanton as she desired; no one could stop her. Not even the wolves who roamed the countryside dared set foot in Adrian’s territory. Here, she had her fated mate all to herself each and every day. Lor had never been happier, even with the morning sickness that had plagued her the last few months.

      Lada had assured her it would pass when she last stopped by, almost a week ago, and true to her word, it finally had.

      “Everyone is fed,” Adrian murmured, running his lips down her neck, the hint of teeth making her body prickle with desire. “You’ll need to clean the chicken area, but I’ve collected all the eggs already. Leave the rest of the mucking to me.”

      “I can do it,” she protested with a dreamy sigh. Adrian had taken over just about every household chore when they discovered she was with child, and no matter how many times she insisted she could do something, he wouldn’t hear of it.

      “I’ll be home well before sunset today,” he assured her, and Lor let him ease away with a pout. Grinning, he pinched her chin and stole one last kiss. “Plenty of time to finish the chores and see that my mate goes to bed satisfied.”

      With their hands entwined, he showed her the small game animals he’d caught that morning, which Lor would skin and clean in the afternoon. The smell of raw animal flesh had bothered her belly for weeks now, but she pushed through, knowing her growing child—or pup, as Adrian called it—needed the meat.

      “Now, I’ve a favor to ask,” he said as they headed toward the path that would take him away for his daily duties. When she cocked her head to the side, curious, he leaned behind a row of wildflowers and produced a handful of freshly picked ones, the stems cleaned and precise. “I need you to check on Svarog’s shrine.”

      Lor schooled her features, nodding with a forced smile as she accepted the flowers. Svarog, god of blacksmiths and celestial fire—the being who had pierced Apollo with that golden spear. It wasn’t the first time Adrian had asked. After all, the god’s shrine was near their home, nestled in the woodlands for villagers from nearby communities to visit and pay tribute to.

      Now that Adrian had returned and healed from his venture within the empire to collect her, he had been tasked with his old duties of monitoring all the godly shrines throughout the region and ensuring the local priests were behaving themselves. He trekked for hours in his wolf form, from morning to dusk, sometimes well into the night, to do the task assigned to him by his gods.

      For it, he and Lor had been blessed with healthy animals, a soon-to-be flourishing garden, and a safe home. Lor hoped the kindness of the pantheon would extend to their child, and, by extension, to Lor herself during childbirth.

      “Of course,” she told him, leaning up on her toes to press her lips to his cheek. “Consider it done.”

      “Oh, my love, you make it so difficult to leave each day,” he growled, his mouth claiming hers again as she giggled. Lor kept him to herself a little while longer, her hand roaming the hard planes of his body just as his explored the soft, steadily growing curves of hers. When he finally tore himself away, a hunger in his eyes that she knew only one thing would satisfy, she held the wildflowers to her chest and nodded to the path.

      “Go on then.”

      Smirking, Adrian stole one last kiss, then placed a firm one on her belly. “I’ll be home before you know it. Either of you.”

      They smiled at one another, a love flowing between them that made her heart sing and her cheeks ache. Lor watched him go, shedding his clothes along the way and leaving them in a pile at the foot of the forest that surrounded their homestead. She leaned to the side, tracking his wolf form amongst the trees, until eventually that pure black coat blended with the shadows. Fresh, bright green leaves rustled in the morning breeze, a chorus of easy pleasantries that made her smile.

      The flowers in hand, however, did not. Biting the insides of her cheeks, she hurried back inside to officially start her day. Porridge consumed. Bowls and plates washed. Chicken coop cleaned. Preparation for the afternoon and evening meals completed.

      When she had nothing else to busy herself with, she snatched up those flowers, then tied a loose rope around her little billy goat’s neck. He skipped alongside her, more than capable of keeping her company on the walk to Svarog’s shrine.

      With her feet clad in soft, durable boots, she traveled the familiar path from her home into the forest. Every so often, Lor stopped so the goat could nibble on berry bushes or investigate a crunchy bit of underbrush. It was a tactic of procrastination, of course, keeping her from the shrine for as long as possible, until Lor knew she couldn’t waste another moment.

      In a small clearing, villagers gathered around Svarog’s shrine—which was no more than a large rock with some semblance of a face and beard carved into it. Nothing like the marble statues of the empire. Not even on par with the copper statue of Apollo her father had placed in the temple. Although it had a passing resemblance to the god himself, whom Lor hoped never to see again. Burly, bearded, fierce, he had hurled his great spear at Apollo with such malice. It had missed the second time, though she would forever remember the way the earth had trembled beneath her.

      She hung back in the trees, waiting, watching as the villagers prayed. When most seemed to be finished, she tied her goat to a tree and sauntered in, lifting her knees high to get through the tall grasses. The villagers greeted her warmly, knowing she was the wife of the man who maintained all the godly shrines, and therefore curried their favor. Lor returned their smiles with as genuine an expression as she could muster, then knelt at the base of the shrine to pluck the weeds there and dust Svarog’s poorly carved face.

      By the time she had finished, the villagers were gone. Her smile dropped as she recalled that day. Sometimes it still felt like a dream, to be in the company of so many powerful beings. To see magic happen before her eyes, to hear Lada’s gentle voice inside her head.

      And to learn that Lor herself was nothing but a piece in a grand game between two warring families. That her life’s purpose had been for Perun’s clan to insult Apollo’s by plucking her from one life and dropping her in the next. Adrian could never know. He thought he had been instructed to fetch her because they were fated. And they were. Lada had told Lor as they healed Adrian of the injuries Apollo had inflicted upon him. But Lor knew the truth. The gods had used her—her life, her name, her purpose. All of them.

      It was that day she had learned that the gods cared only for themselves—for the power plays and discord between the houses, for who could hurl the greatest insult. Like a band of bickering children, they cared not for their humans, but still demanded sacrifices and love.

      Well. No longer. Lor would give herself to Lada, for she was Adrian’s mother in every sense of the word, whether she had birthed him or not. But her days of contributing to this never-ending cycle of worship and fear were over. She would never admit it aloud, nor did she dare tell Adrian. Her mate adored the gods. He firmly believed that his journey into the empire had been a reward, that Lada had sent him with only his heart and his happiness in mind. Lor couldn’t bear to take that from him. She would do the rites, say the words, and whoever was listening could take it as they may.

      But never again would she mean it.

      Teeth clenched, she strode toward the fire pit, positioned between the shrine and the grass upon which the villagers prayed. In it burned a flame that was never to extinguish. The priests fed it daily and told the villagers Svarog himself had placed it there. Lor knew better. She tossed the wildflowers in, rather than setting them at the shrine’s base as the others had, and watched the flickering orange heat consume every last petal. Just as gods consumed their worshippers, so too did the fire consume her offering.

      “For the god of flame and iron,” she muttered thickly, casting an eye skyward before collecting her goat and returning to the woods.

      Halfway home, she felt the first true kick of her unborn child. Tears clinging to her lashes, she leaned against a tree, her hand on her belly, and felt it again. She or he was strong. Determined. Capable and intelligent—she knew it already. Lor smiled. She laughed. She loved.

      And in the distance, her lone wolf howled, promising to return to her home, her heart, and her bed—this night, and the next. In this life, and the next. On and on. Forever.
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